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I 


Joe GOULD was an odd and penniless and un¬ 
employable little man who came to the city in 1916 and 
ducked and dodged and held on as hard as he could for 
over thirty-five years. He was a member of one of the 
oldest families in New England (“The Goulds were 
the Goulds,” he used to say, “when the Cabots and the 
Lowells were clamdiggers”), he was bom and brought 
up in a town near Boston in which his father was a 
leading citizen, and he went to Harvard, as did his fa¬ 
ther and grandfather before him, but he claimed that 
until he arrived in New York City he had always felt 
out of place. “In my home town,” he once wrote, “I 
never felt at home. I stuck out. Even in my own home, 
I never felt at home. In New York Gty, especially in 
Greenwich Village, down among the cranks and the 
misfits and the one-lungers and the has-beens and the 
might’ve-beens and the would-bes and the never-wills 
and the God-knows-whats, I have always felt at home.” 

Gould looked like a bum and lived like a bum. He 
wore castoff clothes, and he slept in flophouses or in 


the cheapest rooms in cheap hotels. Sometimes he slept 
in doorways. He spent most of his time hanging out in 
diners and cafeterias and barrooms in the Village or 
wandering around the streets or looking up friends and 
acquaintances all over town or sitting in public libraries 
scribbling in dime-store composition booksHHe was 
generally pretty dirty. He would often go'ror days 
^ without washing his face and hands, and he rarely had 
a shirt washed or a suit cleaned. As a rule, he wore a 
garment continuously until someone gave him a new 
one, whereupon he threw the old one away. He had his 
hair cut infrequently (“Every other Easter,” he would 
say), and then in a barber college on the Bowery. He 
was a chronic sufferer from the highly contagious kind 
of conjunctivitis that is known as pinkeye. His voice 
was distractingly nasal. On occasion, he stole. He 
usually stole books from bookstores and sold them to 
second-hand bookstores, but if he was sufficiently hard 
pressed he stole from friends. (One terribly cold night, 
he knocked on the door of the studio of a sculptor who 
was almost as poor as he was, and the sculptor let him 
spend the night rolled up like a mummy in layers of 
newspapers and sculpture shrouds on the floor of the 
studio, and next morning he got up early and stole 
some of the sculptor’s tools and pawned them.) In addi¬ 
tion, he was nonsensical and bumptious and inquisitive 
and gossipy and mocking and sarcastic and scurrilous. 
fAll through the years, nevertheless, a long succession of 

[36] 



men and women gave him old clothes and small sums 
of money and bought him meals and drinks and paid 
for his lodging and invited him to parties and to week¬ 
ends in the country and helped him get such things as 
glasses and false teeth, or otherwise took an interest in 
him—some simply because they thought he was enter¬ 
taining, some because they felt sorry for him, some be¬ 
cause they regarded him sentimentally as a relic of the 
Village of their youth, some because they enjoyed look¬ 
ing down on him, some for reasons that they them¬ 
selves probably weren’t at all sure of, and some because 
they believed that a book he had been working on for 
many years might possibly turn out to be a good book, 
even a great one, and wanted to encourage him to con¬ 
tinue working on it. 

Gould called this book “An Oral History,” some¬ 
times adding “of Our Time.” As he described it, the 
Oral History consisted of talk he had heard and had 
considered meaningful and had taken down, either ver¬ 
batim or summarized—everything from a remark over¬ 
heard in the street to the conversation of a roomful of 
people lasting for hours—and of essays commenting on 
this talk. Some talk has an obvious meaning and noth¬ 
ing more, he said, and some, often unbeknownst to the 
talker, has at least one other meaning and sometimes 
several other meanings lurking around inside its ob¬ 
vious meaning. The latter kind of talk, he said, was 
what he was collecting for the Oral History. He pro- 



fessed to believe that such talk might have great hidden 
historical significance. It might have portents in it, he 
said—portents of cataclysms, a kind of writing on the 
wall long before the kingdom falls—and he liked to 
quote a couplet from William Blake’s “Auguries of In¬ 
nocence": 

The harlot’s cry from street to street 
Shall weave Old England’s winding-sheet. 

Everything depended, he said, on how talk was inter¬ 
preted, and not everybody was able to interpret it. 
“Yes, you’re right," he once said to a detractor of the 
Oral History. “It’s only things I heard people say, but 
maybe I have a peculiar ability—maybe I can under¬ 
stand the significance of what people say, maybe I can 
read its inner meaning. You might listen to a conversa¬ 
tion between two old men in a barroom or two old 
women on a park bench and think that it was the worst 
kind of bushwa, and / might listen to the same conversa¬ 
tion and find deep historical meaning in it.” 

{ “In time to come,” he said on another occasion, “peo- 
I pie may read Gould’s Oral History to see what went 
, S wrong with us, the way we read Gibbon’s ‘Decline and 
Fall’ to see what went wrong with the Romans.” 

* He told people he met in Village joints that the Oral 
History was already millions upon millions of words 
long and beyond any doubt the lengthiest unpublished 
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literary work in existence but that it was nowhere near 
finished. He said that he didn’t expect it to be pub¬ 
lished in his lifetime, publishers being what they were, 
as blind as bats, and he sometimes rummaged around in 
his pockets and brought out and read aloud a will he 
had made disposing of it. “As soon after my demise as 
is convenient for all concerned,” he specified in the 
will, “my manuscript books shall be collected from the 
various and sundry places in which they are stored and j 
put on the scales and weighed, and two-thirds of them 
by weight shall be given to the Harvard Library and , 
the other third shall be given to the library of the 
Smithsonian Institution.” 

Gould almost always wrote in composition books— 
the kind that schoolchildren use, the kind that are ruled 
and spine-stitched and paper-bound and have the multi- j 
plication table printed on the back. Customarily, when j 
he filled a book, he would leave it with the first person 
he met on his rounds whom he knew and trusted—the 
cashier of an eating place, the proprietor of a barroom, 
the clerk of a hotel or flophouse—and ask that it be 
put away and kept for him. Then, every few months, 
he would go from place to place and pick up all the 
books that had accumulated. He would say, if anyone 
became curious about this, that he was storing them in 
an old friend’s house or in an old friend’s apartment or 
in an old friend’s studio. He hardly ever identified any 
of these old friends by name, although sometimes he 
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would describe one briefly and vaguely—“a classmate 
of mine who lives in Connecticut and has a big attic in 
his house,” he would say, or “a woman I know who 
lives alone in a duplex apartment,” or “a sculptor I 
know who has a studio in a loft building.” In talking 
about the Oral History, he always emphasized its 
i length and its bulk. He kept people up to date on its 
\ length. One evening in June, 1942, for example, he told 
an acquaintance that at that moment the Oral History 
ivvas “approximately nine million two hundred and fifty- 
five thousand words long, or,” he added, throwing his 
head back proudly, “about a dozen times as long as the 
Bible.” 

In 1952, Gould collapsed on the street and was taken 
to Columbus Hospital. Columbus transferred him to 
Bellevue, and Bellevue transferred him to the Pilgrim 
State Hospital, in West Brentwood, Long Island. In 
1957, he died there, aged sixty-eight, of arteriosclerosis 
and senility. Directly after the funeral, friends of his in 
the Village began trying to find the manuscript of the 
Oral History. After several days, they turned up three 
things he had written—a poem, a fragment of an essay, 
and a begging letter. In the next month or so, they 
found a few more begging letters. From then on, they 
were unable to find anything at all. They sought out 
and questioned scores of people in whose keeping 
Gould might conceivably have left some of the com¬ 
position books, and they visited all the places he had 


lived in or hung out in that they could remember or \ 
learn about, but without success. Not a single one of \ 
the composition books was found, or has ever been \ 
found. 

In 1942, for reasons that I will go into later, I became 
involved in Gould’s life, and I kept in touch with him 
during his last ten years in the city. I spent a good many 
hours during those years listening to him. I listened to 
him when he was sober and I listened to him when he 
was drunk. I listened to him when he was cast down and 
meek—when, as he used to say, he felt so low he had to 
reach up to touch bottom—and I listened to him when 
he was in moods of incoherent exaltation. I got so I 
could put two and two together and make at least a 
little sense out of what he was saying even when he was 
very drunk or very exalted or in both states at once, 
and gradually, without intending to, I learned some 
things about him that he may not have wanted me to 
know, or, on the other hand, since his mind was circui¬ 
tous and he loved wheels within wheels, that he may 
very well have wanted me to know—I’ll never be sure. 

In any case, I am quite sure that I know why the manu¬ 
script of the Oral History has not been found. _1 2 - 

When Gould died, I made a resolution to keep this as 
well as some of the other things I had inadvertently 
learned about him to myself—to do otherwise, it 
seemed to me at the time, would be disloyal; let the 
dead past bury its dead—but since then I have come to 



the conclusion that my resolution was pointless and 
that I should tell what I know, and I am going to do so. 

Before I go any further, however, I feel compelled 
to explain how I came to this conclusion. 

A few months ago, while trying to make some room 
in my office, I got out a collection of papers relating to 
Gould that filled half a drawer in a filing cabinet: 
notes I had made of conversations with him, letters 
from him and letters from others concerning him, cop¬ 
ies of little magazines containing essays and poems by 
him, newspaper clippings about him, drawings and pho¬ 
tographs of him, and so on. I had lost a good deal of 
my interest in Gould long before he reached Pilgrim 
State—as he grew older, his faults intensified, and even 
those who felt most kindly toward him and continued 
to see him got so they dreaded him—but as I went 
through the file folders, trying to decide what to save 
and what to throw out, my interest in him revived. I 
found twenty-nine letters, notes, and postal cards from 
him in the folders. I started out just glancing through 
them and ended up rereading them with care. One let¬ 
ter was of particular interest to me. It was dated Febru¬ 
ary 12 or 17 or 19 (it was impossible to tell which), 
1946; his handwriting had become trembly, and it al¬ 
ways had been hard to read. 

“1 ran into a young painter I know and his wife in 
the Minetta Tavern last night,” he wrote, “and they 
told me they had recently gone to a party in the studio 
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of a woman painter named Alice Neel, who is an old 
friend of mine, and that during the evening Alice 
showed them a portrait of me she did some years ago. I 
asked them what they thought of it. The young paint¬ 
er’s wife spoke first. ‘It’s one of the most shocking 
pictures I’ve ever seen,’ she said. And he agreed with 
her. ‘You can say that again,’ he said. This pleased me 
very much, especially the young man’s reaction, as he is 
a hot-shot abstractionist and way up front in the avant 
garde and isn’t usually impressed by a painting unless it 
is totally meaningless and was completed about half an 
hour ago. I posed for this painting in 1933, and that 
was thirteen years ago, and the fact that people still 
find it shocking speaks well for it. Speaks well for the 
possibility that it may have some of the one quality 
that all great paintings have in common, the power to 
last. I may have written to you about this painting be¬ 
fore, or talked about it, but I am not sure. If so, bear 
with me; my memory is going. There are quite a few 
paintings in studios around town that are well known 
to people in the art world but can’t be exhibited in 
galleries or museums because they probably would be 
considered obscene and might get the gallery or mu¬ 
seum in trouble, and this is one of them. Hundreds of 
people have seen it through the years, many of them 
painters who have expressed admiration for it, and I 
have a hunch that one of these days, the way people 
are growing accustomed to the so-called obscene, it 
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will hang in the Whitney or the Metropolitan. Alice 
Neel comes from a small town near Philadelphia and 
went to the School of Design for Women in Phila¬ 
delphia. She used to have a studio in the Village, but 
she moved uptown long ago. She is highly respected by 
many painters of her age and generation, although she 
is not too well known to the general public. She has 
work in important collections, but this may be her best 
work. Her best work, and it can’t be shown in public. 
A kind of underground masterpiece. I wish sometime 
you’d go and see it. I’d be interested to know what you 
think. She doesn’t show it to just anyone who asks, of 
course, but I will give you her telephone number and if 
you tell her I want you to see it I’m sure she will show 
it to you. . . .” 

The day that I received this letter, I remembered, I 
had tried several times to call Miss Neel, but her tele¬ 
phone hadn’t answered, and I had filed the letter away 
and Gould had never brought the matter up again and I 
had forgotten all about it. This day, on an impulse, I 
called Miss Neel and got her, and she said that of 
course I could see the Gould portrait, and gave me the 
address of her studio. The address turned out to be a 
tenement in a Negro and Puerto Rican neighborhood 
on the upper East Side, and Miss Neel turned out to be 
a stately, soft-spoken, good-looking blond woman in 
her middle fifties. Her studio was a floor-through flat 
on the third floor of the tenement. Against a wall in 
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one room was a two-tiered rack filled with paintings 
resting on their sides. The Gould portrait, she said, was 
on the top tier. She had to stand on a chair and take out 
several other paintings in order to get at it. As she took 
them out, she held them up for me to see, and com¬ 
mented on them, and her comments were so offhand 
they sounded cryptic. One painting showed an elderly 
man lying in a coffin. “My father,” she said. “Head 
clerk in the per-diem department.” “Excuse me,” I said, 
wondering what a per-diem department was but not 
really wanting to know, “the per-diem department of 
what?” “Excuse vie," she said. “Pennsylvania Railroad 
in Philadelphia.” Another was a painting of a young 
Puerto Rican man sitting up in a hospital bed and star¬ 
ing wide-eyed into the distance. “T.b.,” she said. 
“Dying, but he didn’t. Recovered and became a co¬ 
deine addict.” Another was a painting of a woman in 
childbirth. Then came a painting of a small, bearded, 
bony, gawky, round-shouldered man who was strip 
stark naked except for his glasses, and this was the por¬ 
trait of Gould. It was a fairly large painting, and Gould 
seemed almost life-size in it. The background was 
vague; he appeared to be sitting on a wooden bench in 
a steam bath, waiting for the steam to come on. His 
bony hands were resting on his bony knees, and his ribs 
showed plainly. He had one set of male sexual organs 
in the proper place, another set was growing from 
where his navel should have been, and still another set 
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was growing from the wooden bench. Anatomically, 
the painting was fanciful and grotesque but not particu¬ 
larly shocking; except for the plethora of sexual organs, 
it was a strict and sober study of an undernourished 
middle-aged man. It was the expression on Gould’s face 
that was shocking. Occasionally, in one of his Village 
hangouts or at a party, Gould would become so full of 
himself that he would abruptly get to his feet and rush 
about the room, bowing to women of all ages and sizes 
and degrees of approachability, and begging them to 
dance with him, and sometimes attempting to embrace 
and kiss them. After a while, rebuffed on all sides, he 
would get tired of this. Then he would imitate the 
flight of a sea gull. He would hop and skip and leap 
and lurch about, flapping his arms up and down and 
cawing like a sea gull as he did so. “Scree-eeld” he 
would cry out. “I’m a sea gull.” He would keep on 
doing this until people stopped looking at him and re¬ 
sumed their conversations. Then, to regain their atten¬ 
tion, he would take off his jacket and shirt and throw 
them aside and do a noisy, hand-clapping, breast-beat¬ 
ing, foot-stamping dance. “Quiet!” he would cry out. 
“I’m doing a dance. It’s a sacred dance. It’s an Indian 
dance. It’s the full-moon dance of the Chippewas.” His 
eyes would glitter, his lower jaw would hang loose like 
a dog’s in midsummer and he would pant like a dog, 
and on his face would come a leering, gleeful, mawk¬ 
ishly abandoned expression, half satanic and half silly. 


Miss Neel had caught this expression. “Joe Gould was 
very proud of this picture and used to come and sit and 
look at it,” Miss Neel said. She studied Gould’s face 
with affection and amusement and also with what 
seemed to me to be a certain uneasiness. “I call it ‘Joe 
Gould,’ ” she continued, “but I probably should call it 
‘A Portrait of an Exhibitionist.’ ” A few moments later, 
she added, “I don’t mean to say that Joe was an exhibi¬ 
tionist. I’m sure he wasn’t—technically. Still, to be 
perfectly honest, years ago, watching him at parties, I 
used to have a feeling that there was an old exhibition¬ 
ist shut up inside him and trying to get out, like a spi¬ 
der shut up in a bottle. Deep down inside him. A fright¬ 
ful old exhibitionist—the kind you see late at night in 
the subway. And he didn’t necessarily know it. That’s 
why I painted him this way.” I suddenly realized that 
in my mind I had replaced the real Joe Gould—or at 
least the Joe Gould I had known—with a cleaned-up 
Joe Gould, an after-death Joe Gould. By forgetting the 
discreditable or by slowly transforming the discredita¬ 
ble into the creditable, as one tends to do in thinking 
about the dead, I had, so to speak, respectabilized him. 
Now, looking at the shameless face in the portrait, I 
got him back into proportion, and I concluded that if it 
was possible for the real Joe Gould to have any feeling 
about the matter one way or the other he wouldn’t be 
in the least displeased if I told anything at all about him 
that I happened to know. Quite the contrary. 



I first saw Gould in the winter of 1932. At that time, 

I was a newspaper reporter, working mostly on crime 
news. Every now and then, I covered a story in 
Women’s Court, which in those days was in Jefferson 
Market Courthouse, at Sixth Avenue and Tenth Street, 
in Greenwich Village. In the block below the court¬ 
house there was a Greek restaurant, named the Athens, 
that was a hangout for people who worked in the 
court or often had business in it. They usually sat at a 
long table up front, across from the cashier’s desk, and 
Harry Panagakos, the proprietor, sometimes came over 
and sat with them. One afternoon, during a court recess, 
I was sitting at this table drinking coffee with Panagakos 
and a probation officer and a bail bondsman and a cou¬ 
ple of Vice Squad detectives when a curious little man 
came in. He was around five feet four or five, and quite 
thin; he could hardly have weighed more than ninety 
pounds. He was bareheaded, and he carried his head 
cocked on one side, like an English sparrow. His hair 
was long, and he had a bushy beard. There were streaks 
of dirt on his forehead, obviously from rubbing it with 
dirty fingers. He was wearing an overcoat that was 
several sizes too large for him; it reached almost to the 
floor. He held his hands clasped together for warmth— 
it was a bitter-cold day—and the sleeves of the over¬ 
coat came down over them, forming a sort of muff. 
Despite his beard, the man, in the oversized overcoat, 
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bareheaded and dirty-faced, had something childlike 
and lost about him: a child who had been up in the 
attic with other children trying on grownups’ clothes 
and had become tired of the game and wandered off. 
He stood still for a few moments, getting his bearings, 
and then he came over to Panagakos and said, “Can I 
have something to eat now, Harry? I can’t wait until 
tonight.” At first, Panagakos seemed annoyed, but then 
he shrugged his shoulders and told the man to go on 
back and sit down and he would step into the kitchen 
in a few minutes and ask the chef to fix him something. 
Looking greatly relieved, the man walked hurriedly up 
the aisle between two rows of tables. To be precise, he 
scurried up the aisle. “Who in God’s holy name is that?” 
asked one of the detectives. Panagakos said that the man 
was one of the Village bohemians. He said that the bo¬ 
hemians were starving to death—in New York City, the 
winter of 1932 was the worst winter of the depression 
—and that he had got in the habit of feeding some of 
them. He said that the waiters set aside steaks and chops 
that people hadn’t finished eating, and other pieces of 
food left on plates, and wrapped them in wax paper and 
put them in paper bags and saved them for the bo¬ 
hemians. Panagakos said that all he asked was that they 
wait until just before closing time, at midnight, to come 
in and collect the food, so the sight of them trooping in 
and out wouldn’t get on the nerves of the paying 
customers. He said that he was going to give this one 



some soup and a sandwich but that he’d have to warn 
him not to come in early again. The detective asked if 
the man was a poet or a painter. “I don’t know what 
you’d call him,” Panagalcos said. “His name is Joe 
Gould, and he’s supposed to be writing the longest 
book in the history of the world.” 

Toward the end of the thirties, I quit my newspaper 
job and went to work for The New Yorker. Around 
the same time, I moved to the Village, and I began to 
see Gould frequently. I would catch glimpses of him 
going into or coming out of one of the barrooms on 
lower Sixth Avenue—the Jericho Tavern or the Vil¬ 
lage Square Bar & Grill or the Belmar or Goody’s or 
the Rochambeau. I would see him sitting scribbling at a 
table in the Jackson Square branch of the Public Lib¬ 
rary, or I would see him filling his fountain pen in the 
main Village post office—the one on Tenth Street—or 
I would see him sitting among the young mothers and 
the old alcoholics in the sooty, pigeony, crumb- 
besprinkled, newspaper-bestrewn, privet-choked, coffin¬ 
shaped little park at Sheridan Square. I worked a good 
deal at night at that time, and now and then, on my 
way home, around two or three in the morning, I 
would see him on Sixth Avenue or on a side street, 
hunched over and walking along slowly and appearing 
to be headed nowhere in particular, almost always 
alone, almost always carrying a bulging brown paste¬ 
board portfolio, sometimes mumbling to himself. In my 
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eyes, he was an ancient, enigmatic, spectral figure, a 
banished man. I never saw him without thinking of the 
Ancient Mariner or of the Wandering Jew or of the 
Flying Dutchman, or of a silent old man called Swamp 
Jackson who lived alone in a shack on the edge of a 
swamp near the small farming town in the South that I 
come from and wandered widely on foot on the back 
roads of the countryside at night, or of one of those 
men I used to puzzle over when I read the Bible as a 
child, who, for transgressions that seemed mysterious 
to me, had been “cast out.” 

One morning in the summer of 1942, sitting in my 
office at The New Yorker , I thought of Gould—I had 
seen him on the street the night before—and it oc¬ 
curred to me that he might be a good subject for a 
Profile. According to some notes I made at the time—I 
made notes on practically everything I had to do with 
Gould, and I found these in the file drawer with the 
rest of the Gould memorabilia—it was the morning of 
June xo, 1942, a Wednesday morning. I happened to be 
free to start on something new, so I went in and spoke 
to one of the editors about the idea. I remember telling 
the editor that I thought Gould was a perfect example 
of a type of eccentric widespread in New York City, 
the solitary nocturnal wanderer, and that that was the 
aspect of him that interested me most, that and his Oral 
History, and not his bohemianism; in my time, I had 
interviewed a number of Greenwich Village bohemians 



and they had seemed to me to be surprisingly tiresome. 
The editor said to go ahead and try it. 

I was afraid that I might have trouble persuading 
Gould to talk about himself—I really knew next to 
nothing about him, and had got the impression that he 
was austere and aloof—and I decided that I had better 
talk with some people who knew him, or were ac¬ 
quainted with him, at least, and see if I could find out 
the best way to approach him. I left the office around 
eleven and went down to the Village and began going 
into places along Sixth Avenue and bringing up 
Gould’s name and getting into conversations about him 
with bartenders and waiters and with old-time Vil¬ 
lagers they pointed out for me among their customers. 
In the middle of the afternoon, I telephoned the switch¬ 
board operator at the office and asked if there were any 
messages for me, as I customarily did when I was out, 
and she immediately switched me to the receptionist, 
who said that a man had been sitting in the reception 
room for an hour or so waiting for me to return. “I’ll 
put him on the phone,” she said. “Hello, this is Joe 
Gould,” the man said. “I heard that you wanted to talk 
to me, so I dropped in, but the thing is, I’m supposed to 
go to the clinic at the Eye and Ear Infirmary, at Sec¬ 
ond Avenue and Thirteenth Street, and pick up a pre¬ 
scription for some eye trouble I’ve been having, and if 
it’s one kind of prescription it won’t cost anything but 
if it’s another kind it may cost around two dollars, and 



I’ve just discovered that I don’t have any money with 
me, and it’s getting late, and I wonder if you’d ask 
your receptionist to lend me two dollars and you can 
pay her back when you come in and we can meet any 
time you say and have a talk and I’ll pay you back 
then.” The receptionist broke in and said that she 
would lend him the money, and then Gould came back 
on the phone and we agreed to meet at nine-thirty the 
next morning in a diner on Sixth Avenue, in the Vil¬ 
lage, called the Jefferson. He suggested both the time 
and the place. 

When I got back to the office, I gave the receptionist 
her two dollars. “He was a terribly dirty little man, 
and terribly nosy,” she said, “and I was glad to get him 
out of here.” “What was he nosy about?” I asked. 
“Well, for one thing,” she said, “he wanted to know 
how much I make. Also,” she continued, handing me a 
folded slip of paper, “he gave me this note as he was 
leaving, and told me not to read it until he got on the 
elevator.” “You have beautiful shoulders, my dear,” the 
note said, “and I should like to kiss them.” “He also left 
a note for you,” she said, handing me another folded slip 
of paper. “On second thought,” this note said, “nine- 
thirty is a little early for me. Let us make it eleven.” 

The Jefferson—it is gone now—was one of those 
big, roomy, jukeboxy diners. It was on the west side of 
Sixth Avenue, at the conjunction of Sixth Avenue, 
Greenwich Avenue, Village Square, and Eighth Street, 
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which is the heart and hub of the Village. It stayed 
open all day and all night, and it was a popular meeting 
place. It had a long counter with a row of wobbly- 
seated stools, and it had a row of booths. When I en¬ 
tered it, at eleven, Gould was sitting on the first 
counter stool, facing the door and holding his greasy 
old pasteboard portfolio on his lap, and he looked the 
worst I had ever seen him. He was wearing a limp, 
dirty seersucker suit, a dirty Brooks Brothers button- 
down shirt with a frayed collar, and dirty sneakers. 
His face was greenish gray, and the right side of his 
mouth twitched involuntarily. His eyes were blood¬ 
shot. He was bald on top, but he had hair sticking 
out in every possible direction from the back and sides 
of his head. His beard was unkempt, and around his 
mouth cigarette smoke had stained it yellow. He had 
on a pair of glasses that were loose and lopsided, and 
they had slipped down near the end of his nose. As I 
came in, he lifted his head a little and looked at me, and 
his face was alert and on guard and yet so tired and so 
detached and so remotely reflective that it was almost 
impassive. Looking straight at me, he looked straight 
through me. I have seen the same deceptively blank 
expression on the faces of old freaks sitting on plat¬ 
forms in freak shows and on the faces of old apes in 
zoos on Sunday afternoons. 

I went over and introduced myself to Gould, and he 
instantly drew himselLup. “I understand you want to 
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write something about me,” he said, in a chipper, nasal 
voice, “and I greet you at the beginning of a great en¬ 
deavor.” Then, having said this, he seemed to falter and 
to lose confidence in himself. “I didn’t get much sleep 
last night,” he said. “I didn’t get home. That is, I didn’t 
get to the flophouse I’ve been staying in lately. I slept 
on the porch at St. Joseph’s R.C. until they opened the 
doors for the first Mass, and then I went in and sat in a 
pew until a few minutes ago.” St. Joseph’s, at Sixth 
Avenue and Washington Place, is the principal Roman 
Catholic church in the Village and one of the oldest 
churches in the city; it has two large, freestanding col¬ 
umns on its porch, behind which, shielded from the 
street, generations of unfortunates have slept. “I died 
and was buried and went to Hell two or three times 
this morning, sitting in that pew,” Gould continued. 
“To be frank, I have a hangover and I’m broke and I’m 
terribly hungry, and I’d appreciate it very much if 
you’d buy me some breakfast.” 

“Of course,” I said. 

“Fried eggs on toast!” he called out commandingly 
to the counterman. “And let me have some coffee right 
away and some more with the eggs. Black coffee. And 
make sure it’s hot.” He slid off the stool. “If you’re 
having something,” he said to me, “call out your order, 
and let’s sit in a booth. The waitress will bring it over.” 

We took a booth, and the waitress brought Gould’s 
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coffee. It was in a thick white mug, diner style, and it 
was so hot it was steaming. Even so, tipping the mug 
slightly toward him without taking it off the table, he 
bent down and immediately began drinking it with lit¬ 
tle, cautious, quick, birdlike sips and gulps interspersed 
with little whimpering sounds indicating pleasure and 
relief, and almost at once color returned to his face and 
his eyes became brighter and his twitch disappeared. I 
had never before seen anyone react so quickly and so 
noticeably to coffee; brandy probably wouldn’t have 
done any more for him, or cocaine, or an oxygen tent, 
or a blood transfusion. He drank the whole mug in this 
fashion, and then sat back and held his head on one side 
and looked me over. 

“I suppose you’re puzzled about me,” he said. His 
tone of voice was condescending; he had got some of 
his confidence back. “If so,” he continued, “the feeling 
is mutual, for I’m puzzled about myself, and have been 
since childhood. I seem to be a changeling or a throw¬ 
back or a mutation of some sort in a highly respectable 
old New England family. Let me give you a few 
biographical facts. My full name is Joseph Ferdinand 
Gould, and I was named for my grandfather, who was 
a doctor. During the Civil War, he was surgeon of the 
Fourth Regiment, Massachusetts Volunteers, and later 
on he was a prominent obstetrician in Boston and 
taught in the Harvard Medical School. The Goulds, or 
my branch of them, have been in New England since 
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the sixteen-thirties and have fought in every war in the 
history of the country, including King Philip’s War 
and the Pequot War. We’re related to many of the 
other early New England families, such as the Law¬ 
rences and the Clarkes and the Storers. My grand¬ 
mother on my father’s side was a direct descendant of 
John Lawrence, who arrived from England on the Ar- 
bella in 1630 and was the first Lawrence in this country, 
and she could trace her ancestry back to a knight named 
Robert Lawrence who lived in the twelfth century. 
She used to say that the Lawrence line, or this particu¬ 
lar Lawrence line, was not only one of the oldest 
clearly traceable lines in New England but also one of 
the oldest clearly traceable lines in England itself, and 
that we should never forget it.” 

Gould abruptly began scratching himself. He went 
about it unself-consciously. He scratched the back of 
his neck, and then he thrust his hand inside his shirt and 
scratched his chest and ribs. 

“I should’ve been born in Boston,” he continued, 
“but I wasn’t. My father, whose name was Clarke 
Storer Gould, was also a doctor. He was a Bostonian, 
but he had been prevailed upon to move out and prac¬ 
tice in Norwood, Massachusetts, and he and my 
mother had been living there only a few months when / 
I was bom. Norwood is a fairly good-sized old Yankee : 
town about fifteen miles southwest of Boston. It’s a resi- : 

J 

dential suburb, and it also has some printing plants and 
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some sheepskin tanneries and an ink factory and a glue 
works. I was born at high noon on September 12, 1889, 
in a flat over Jim Hartshorn’s meat market. In Nor¬ 
wood, by the way, that’s pronounced ‘Jim Hatson.’ A 
year or so later, my father built a big house on Wash¬ 
ington Street, the main street of Norwood. Four- 
eighty-six Washington Street. It had three stories and 
twenty-one rooms, and it had gables and dormers and 
ornamental balconies and parquet floors, and it was 
one of the show places of Norwood. There was a mir¬ 
ror in our front hall that was eight feet high and dec¬ 
orated with gold cherubim. There were beautiful 
terra-cotta tiles around the fireplaces. There were di¬ 
amond-shaped windows at the stair landings, and they 
had red, green, purple, and amber panes. 

“As I said, my grandfather and my father were doc¬ 
tors, and when I was growing up I was well aware that 
my father hoped I would follow in his footsteps, just as 
he had followed in his father’s footsteps. He never said 
so, but it was perfectly obvious to me and to every¬ 
body else that that was what he wanted. I loved my 
father, and I wanted him to think well of me, but I 
knew from the time I was a little boy and fainted at the 
sight of blood when I happened to see our cook wring 
the neck of a chicken that I was going to be a disap¬ 
pointment to him, because I really couldn’t stand the 
idea of being a doctor; I kept it to myself, but that was 
the last thing in the world I wanted to be. Not that I 
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had anything else in mind. The truth is, I wasn’t much 
good at anything—at home or at school or at play. To 
begin with, I was undersized; I was a runt, a shrimp, a 
peanut, a half-pint, a tadpole. My nickname, when any¬ 
body thought to use it, was Pee Wee. Also, I was what 
my father called a catarrhal child—my nose ran con¬ 
stantly. Usually, when I was supposed to be paying 
attention to something, I was busy blowing my nose. 
Also, I was just generally inept. Not long ago, looking 
up something in the unabridged dictionary, I came 
across a word that sums up the way I was then, and, for 
that matter, the way I am now—‘ambisinistrous,’ or 
left-handed in both hands. My father didn’t know 
what to make of me, and I sometimes caught him look¬ 
ing at me with a thoughtful expression on his face.” 

Gould stood up and took off his lopsided glasses and 
peered desperately at the counterman, who was evi¬ 
dently putting off starting on Gould’s order until he 
had attended to everyone else in the diner, including 
some people who had come in after we had sat down, 
but the counterman deliberately ignored him and 
would not let him catch his eye. 

“Anyhow,” Gould went on, sitting back down re¬ 
signedly, “when I was around thirteen, a couple of 
things happened that showed me pretty clearly where I 
stood in the world. At school, we used to do a lot of 
marching two by two. We’d march into assembly two 
by two, and we’d march out to recess two by two. I 



could never keep in step, so they used to put me on the 
end of the line and I’d bring up the rear, marching by 
myself. This particular day, I had been kept in after 
school, and the teacher had let me go to the library room 
to pick out a book to read, and I was alone in there and 
out of sight, squatting down at a bookcase in the back 
of the room trying to decide between two books, when 
the principal of the school, who was a man, came in 
with one of the men teachers, the math teacher. They 
each dumped some books down on the desk, and then 
they stood there a few moments, talking about one 
thing and another, and all of a sudden I heard the prin¬ 
cipal say, ‘Did you notice the Gould boy today?’ The 
math teacher said something I didn’t catch, and then 
the principal said, ‘The disgusting little bastard can’t 
even keep in step with himself.’ The math teacher 
laughed and said something else I didn’t catch, and then 
they went on out. 

“Now, it so happened my father was on the school 
board and took a great interest in the school, and he 
and the principal saw quite a lot of each other. They 
were really very good friends; the principal and his 
wife used to come to our house for dinner, and my 
father and mother used to go to their house for dinner. 
Consequently, I was deeply shocked by the principal’s 
remark. It hurt to overhear myself being called a dis¬ 
gusting little bastard, but it was the disrespect to my 
father that hurt the most. ‘The Gould boy’! That 



brought my father into it. If he had just said ‘Joseph 
Gould,’ it wouldn’t’ve been so bad. It would’ve 
confined it to me. I felt that the principal had insulted 
my father. I felt that he had betrayed him. At the very 
least, he had made fun of him behind his back. In some 
strange way, it made me feel closer to my father than I 
had ever felt before, and it made me feel sorry for him 
—it made me want to make it up to him. So that night, 
after supper, I went into the parlor, where he was sit¬ 
ting reading, and I said to him, ‘Father, I’ve been doing 
some thinking lately about what I’d like to be, and I’ve 
decided I’d like to study medicine and be a surgeon.’ I 
thought it would please him twice as much if I said I 
wanted to be a surgeon. ‘That’ll be the day,’ my father 
said. ‘If you did become a surgeon, and if you per¬ 
formed operations the way you do everything else, 
when you got through with a patient you’d have his 
insides so balled up you’d have his heart hanging upside 
down and his liver turned around backward and his 
intestines wound around his lungs and his bladder 
joined on to his windpipe, and you’d have him walking 
on his hands and breathing through his behind and mak¬ 
ing water out of his left ear.’ ” 

Gould sighed, and a look of intense sadness passed 
over his face. “I held that remark against my father for 
a long time,” he said. “Every once in a while, through 
the years, I’d remember it, and it would cut me to the 
quick. Then, years and years later, long after I had left 



home and long after my father had died, I was walking 
along the street one night here in New York and hap¬ 
pened to think of it, and it must’ve been the first time I 
had ever thought of it objectively, for I suddenly burst 
out laughing.” 

At this moment, the waitress put a plate of fried eggs 
on toast and another mug of coffee in front of Gould. 
As soon as she turned her back, he took up a bottle of 
ketchup that was about half full, and emptied it on the 
plate, encircling the eggs with ketchup. Then he darted 
around to the next booth and brought back another 
botde of ketchup, which was perhaps a third full, and 
emptied this on the plate also, completely covering eggs 
and toast. “I don’t particularly like the confounded 
stuff,” he said, “but I make it a practice to eat all I can 
get. It’s the only grub I know of that’s free of charge.” 
He began eating, using a fork at first but quickly 
switching to a spoon. “Sometimes I go in a place and 
order a cup of tea,” he said confidingly, “and I drink it 
and pay for it, and then I ask for a cup of hot water. 
The counterman thinks I’m going to make a second 
cup of tea with the same tea bag, which he doesn’t 
mind: that’s all right. Instead of which, I pour some 
ketchup in, and I have a very good cup of tomato bouil¬ 
lon free of charge. Try it sometime.” Gould finished 
his breakfast, and the waitress came to take away his 
plate. Catching sight of the empty ketchup bottles, she 
said, “You ought to have more self-respect than do a 
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thing like that.” “When I’m hungry, I don’t have any 
self-respect,” Gould said. “Anyhow, I didn’t do it.” He 
motioned with his head in my direction. “He did it,” 
he said. “He turned both bottles up and drank them. 
You should’ve heard him. Glug, glug, glug! It was 
really quite embarrassing. Besides—and this is some¬ 
thing you people can’t seem to get through your heads 
-—I’m not just an ordinary person, I’m Joe Gould—I’m 
Joe Gould, the poet; I’m Joe Gould, the historian; I’m 
Joe Gould, the wild Chippewa Indian dancer; and I’m 
Joe Gould, the greatest authority in the world on the 
language of the sea gull. I do you an honor by merely 
coming in here, and what do you do in return but 
bother me about such things as ketchup.” This did not 
amuse the waitress. She was a portly, distracted, heavy¬ 
breathing woman, almost twice as big as Gould. “Who 
the hell do you think you are, you little rat?” she said. 
“One of these days, I’m going to pick you up by that 
Joe Gould beard of yours and throw you out of here.” 
“Try it,” said Gould, his voice becoming surprisingly 
intimidating, “and it’ll be you and me all over the 
floor.” He took a fistful of cigarette butts from a 
pocket of his seersucker jacket and put them on the 
table. As he did so, a shower of tobacco crumbs fell on 
his lap and on the floor and on the table, and I was 
afraid that he and the waitress would have some more 
words with each other. While she watched with 
disgust, Gould picked through the butts and chose one 
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and fitted it in a long black cigarette holder. Paying no 
attention to the waitress, he lit it with an arch-elegant, 
Chaplinlike flourish, and she walked away. 

| “Now,” he said, “to return to the story of my life 
| for just a minute, I finished school in Norwood and 
then I went to Harvard. In 19x1,1 graduated from Har¬ 
vard, and I spent the next few years debating in my 
mind what I should do next. By 1915, I had about 
given up hope of coming to any conclusion about this 
matter when I somehow became interested in the sub¬ 
ject of eugenics. In fact, I became so interested that I 
borrowed some money from my mother and went to 
the Eugenics Record Office, at Cold Spring Harbor, 
Long Island, and took a summer course in eugenical 
field-work methods. After that, I decided I ought to 
put what I had learned to some use, and I borrowed a 
little more money from my mother and went out to 
North Dakota and began measuring the heads of In¬ 
dians. In January and February, 1916, I measured the 
heads of five hundred Mandan Indians on the Fort Ber- 
thold Reservation, and in March and April I measured 
the heads of a thousand Chippewas on the Turtle 
Mountain Reservation, and then my money ran out. I 
wrote and asked my mother for more, and I received a 
telegram from her sending me my train fare and telling 
me to come home at once, which I did, whereupon she 
told me that she and my father were in financial 
difficulties to the point they had had to sell our house 
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and were now renting it by the month from the new 
owner. It seems that some years previous to this my 
father had invested his own money as well as the 
money his family had left him in the stock of a com¬ 
pany that had been formed to buy and develop a huge 
tract of land in Alaska. In other words, as smart as he 
was, my father had bought some gold-mine stock. 
And while I was out in North Dakota he and my 
mother had learned beyond all doubt that the stock 
was worthless. 

“Well, I didn’t see how I could be of any help to my 
parents, and I jeally had enjoyed measuring heads, so I 
went to Boston and called on various relatives and tried 
to raise money for another expedition to Indian reserva¬ 
tions, but I was unsuccessful, to say the least. At this 
juncture in my life, my father took it upon himself to 
find a job for me. He had a friend in Boston, a Mr. 
Pickett, who was the lawyer for an estate that owned 
several rows of dwelling houses in Norwood. These 
houses were rented by the week to people who worked 
in the tanneries and the glue works, and Mr. Pickett 
offered me the job of collecting the rents. My father 
was tired of what he called my shilly-shallying, and I 
knew it was either take this job or leave Norwood. I 
was terribly mixed up in my feelings about Norwood. 
I really never had felt at home in it, but there were 
things about it that I liked very much, or had liked at 
one time. I used to like to walk beside a little river that 
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winds along the eastern and southern edges of it, the 
Neponset. And I used to like to wander around in a 
weedy old tumbledown New England graveyard that 
was directly in back of our house on Washington 
Street. The weeds were waist-high, and you could lie 
down and hide in them. You could hide in them and 
speculate on the rows upon rows of skeletons lying on 
their backs in the dirt down below. And I used to like 
some of the old buildings downtown, the old wooden 
stores. And I used to like the smell from the tanneries, 
particularly on damp mornings. It was a musky, vine¬ 
gary, railroady smell. It was a mixture of the smells of 
raw sheepskins and oak-bark acid that they used in the 
tanning vats and coal smoke, and it was a characteristic 
of the town. And I used to like a good many of the 
people—they had some old-Yankee something about 
them that appealed to me—but as I grew up I gradually 
realized that I was a kind of fool to them. I found out 
that even some of the dignified old men that I admired 
and respected the most made little jokes about me and 
laughed at me. I somehow just never fitted in. So, little 
by little, through the years, I had come to hate Nor¬ 
wood. I had come to hate it with all my heart and soul. 
There were days, if wishes could kill, I would’ve killed 
every man, woman, and child in Norwood, including 
my mother and father. So I told my father that I 
couldn’t accept Mr. Pickett’s offer. ‘I have decided,’ I 
said, ‘to go to New York and engage in literary work.’ 
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‘In that case, Son,’ my father said, ‘you’ve made your 
bed and you can lie in it.’ I left Norwood a few days 
later. I left it with a light heart, even though I knew in 
my bones that I was leaving it for good, except I might 
possibly go back in the course of time for Christmas or 
summer vacations or such occasions as funerals—my fa¬ 
ther’s funeral, my mother’s funeral, my own funeral. I 
hadn’t gone far, however, before I began having a reac¬ 
tion that took me by surprise. On the train, all the way 
to New York, I was so homesick for Norwood that I 
had to hold on to myself to keep from getting off and 
turning around and going back. Even today, I some¬ 
times get really quite painfully homesick for Norwood. 
A sour smell that reminds me of the tanneries will 
bring it on, such as the smell from a basement down in 
the Italian part of the Village where some old Italian is 
making wine. That’s one of the damnedest things I ever 
found out about human emotions and how treacherous 
they can be—the fact that you can hate a place with all 
your heart and soul and still be homesick for it. Not to 
speak of the fact that you can hate a person with all 
your heart and soul and still long for that person. 

“I came to New York with the idea in mind of get¬ 
ting a job as a dramatic critic, for I thought that that 
would leave me time to write novels and plays and 
poems and songs and essays and an occasional scientific 
paper on some eugenical matter, and eventually I did 
succeed in getting a job as a sort of half messenger boy, 
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half assistant Police Headquarters reporter for the Eve¬ 
ning Mail. One morning in the summer of 1917, I was 
sitting in the sun on the back steps of Headquarters 
recovering from a hangover. In a second-hand book¬ 
store, I had recently come across and looked through a 
little book of stories by William Carleton, the great 
Irish peasant writer, that was published in London in 
the eighties and had an introduction by William Butler 
Yeats, and a sentence in Yeats’s introduction had stuck 


in my mind: ‘The history of a nation is not in parlia¬ 
ments and battlefields, but in what the people say to 
teach other on fair days and high days, and in how they 
yarm, and quarrel, and go on pilgrimage.’ All at once, 
Vhe idea for the Oral History occurred to me: I would 
spend the rest of my life going about the city listening 
t> people—eavesdropping, if necessary—and writing 
c own whatever I heard them say that sounded reveal¬ 
ing to me, no matter how boring or idiotic or vulgar or 
obscene it might sound to others. I could see the whole 
thing in my mind—long-winded conversations and 
short and snappy conversations, brilliant conversations 
apd foolish conversations, curses, catch phrases, coarse 
remarks, snatches of quarrels, the mutterings of drunks 
and crazy people, the entreaties of beggars and bums, 
the propositions of prostitutes, the spiels of pitchmen 
and peddlers, the sermons of street preachers, shouts in 
the night, wild rumors, cries from the heart. I decided 


right then and there that I couldn’t possibly continue 
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to hold my job, because it would take up time that I 
should devote to the Oral History, and I resolved that I 
would never again accept regular employment unless I 
absolutely had to or starve but would cut my wants 
down to the bare bones and depend on friends and 
well-wishers to see me through. The idea for the Oral 
History occurred to me around half past ten. Around a 
quarter to eleven, I stood up and went to a telephone 
and quit my job.” 

A throbbing quality had come into Gould’s voice. 

“Since that fateful morning,” he continued, squar¬ 
ing his shoulders and dilating his nostrils and lifting his 
chin, as if in heroic defiance, “the Oral History has 
been my rope and my scaffold, my bed and my board, 
my wife and my floozy, my wound and the salt on it, 
my whiskey and my aspirin, and my rock and my salva¬ 
tion. It is the only thing that matters a damn to me. All 
else is dross.” 

It was obvious that this was a set speech and that he 
had it down pat and that he had spoken it many times 
through the years and that he relished speaking it, and 
it made me obscurely uncomfortable. 

“Just now, when you told the waitress that you were 
an authority on the language of the sea gull,” I said, 
changing the subject, “did you mean it?” 

Gould’s face lit up. “When I was a child,” he said, 
“my mother and I spent summers at a seaside town in 
Nova Scotia, a town called Clementsport, and every 
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summer an old man would catch me a sea gull for a pet, 
and I sometimes used to have the impression that my 
sea gull was speaking to me, or trying to. Later on, 
when I was going to Harvard, I spent a great many 
Saturday afternoons sitting on T Wharf in Boston lis¬ 
tening very carefully to sea gulls, and finally they got 
through to me, and little by little I learned the sea-gull 
language. I can understand it better than I can speak it, 
but I can speak it a lot better than you might think. In 
fact, I have translated a number of famous American 
poems into sea gull. Listen closely!” 

He threw his head back and began to screech and 
chirp and croak and mew and squawk and gobble and 
cackle and caw, occasionally punctuating these noises 
with splutters. There was something singsong and sono¬ 
rous in this racket that made it sound distantly familiar. 

“Don’t you recognize it?” cried Gould excitedly. 
“It’s ‘Hiawatha’! It’s from the part called ‘Hiawatha’s 
Childhood.’ Listen! I’ll translate it back into English: 

By the shores of Gitche Gurnee, 

By the shining Big-Sea-Water, 

Stood the wigwam of Nokomis, 

Daughter of the moon, Nokomis. 

Dark behind it rose the forest, 

Rose the black and gloomy pine-trees, 

Rose the firs with cones upon them . . 

Gould snickered; his spirits had risen the moment he 
had begun talking about sea gulls. “Henry Wadsworth 
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Longfellow translates perfectly into sea gull,” he said. 
“On the whole, to tell you the truth, I think he sounds 
better in sea gull than he does in English. And now, 
with your kind permission,” he went on, standing up 
and starting to get out of the booth, a leering expres¬ 
sion appearing on his face as he did so, “I’ll step out in 
the aisle and give you my interpretation of a hungry 
sea gull circling above a fish pier where they’re unload¬ 
ing fish.” I had been aware, out of the corner of an eye, 
that the counterman had been watching us. Now this 
man spoke to Gould. “Sit down,” he said. Gould 
whirled around and looked at the counterman, and I ex¬ 
pected him to speak sharply to him, the way he had 
spoken to the waitress. He surprised me. He sat down 
meekly and obediently, without opening his mouth. 
Then, picking up his portfolio and putting it under his 
arm, as if preparing to go, he leaned across the table 
and began talking to me in a low voice. “You know 
the money I borrowed from you yesterday to get 
the eye prescription,” he said. “Well, I started over 
to the Eye and Ear Infirmary, but on the way some¬ 
thing came up, and when I got there the clinic was 
closed, and I’m in a worse fix today than yesterday as 
far as money is concerned, and the clinic closes earlier 
on Thursdays than on Wednesdays, and I wonder if 
you could lend me two or three or four or maybe five 
dollars, so I can go get the prescription and start using 
it. We can continue our talk some other time.” 
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“Of course,” I said. 

“You won’t mind?” 

“Oh, no,” I said. “Except I was hoping I could see 
some of the Oral History and maybe read some of it.” 

“I can easily arrange that,” Gould said. 

He sat his portfolio on his lap and untied it and 
opened it and dug around in it and brought out two 
composition books and put them on the table. “You’ll 
find a chapter of the Oral History in each of these,” he 
said. “I finished them only night before last. I’ve still 
got to polish them up a little, but you won’t have any 
trouble reading them.” He kept on digging around in 
the portfolio, using both hands. “In the twenties and 
thirties, a few bits and pieces and fragments of the Oral 
History were published in little magazines,” he said, 
“and I have copies of them somewhere in here.” He 
took a small, rolled-up paper bag with a rubber band 
around it from the deepest part of the portfolio and 
looked at it inquisitively. “What in hell is this?” he 
said, opening the bag and peering into it. “Oh, yes,” he 
said. “Cigarette butts.” He carefully put the bag back 
in the portfolio. “Sometimes, in wet weather or snow 
all over the streets,” he said, “it’s good to have some 
butts stuck away.” Then he brought out four maga¬ 
zines one by one and stacked them on the table. They 
were dog-eared and grease-spotted and coffee-stained. 

“Here’s Ezra Pound’s old magazine the Exile ,” he 
said, riffling the pages of the one on top. “The Exile 



lasted exactly four issues, and this is the second issue— 
Autumn, 1927—and there’s a chapter from the Oral 
History in it. I have E. E. Cummings to thank for that. 
Cummings is one of my oldest friends in New York. 
He and I come from pretty much the same kind of 
New England background, and our years at Harvard 
overlapped—my last year was his first year—but I got 
to know him in the Village. Sometime around 1923 or 
’24 or ’25, Cummings spoke to Pound about me and the 
Oral History, and then Pound wrote to me, and we got 
into a correspondence that extended over several years. 
Pound became very enthusiastic about my plan for the 
History. He printed this little selection in the Exile, 
and later on, in his book ‘Polite Essays,’ after speaking 
of William Carlos Williams as a great, neglected Ameri¬ 
can writer, he referred to me as ‘that still more unre¬ 
ceived and uncomprehended native hickory, Mr. Jo¬ 
seph Gould.’ And here’s Broom for August-November 
1923. It has a chapter from the History—Chapter C-C- 
C-L-X-V-I-I-I. At that time I was numbering the 
chapters with Roman numbers. And here’s Pagany for 
April-June, 1931. It has some snippets from the His¬ 
tory. 

“And here’s the greatest triumph of my life so far— 
the Dial for April, 1929. There are two essays from the 
Oral History in it. Marianne Moore, the poet, was edi¬ 
tor of the Dial, and her office was right down here in 
the Village— on Thirteenth Street, just east of Seventh 



Avenue. It was one of those old houses—red brick, 
three stories high, a steep stoop leading up to the parlor 
floor, an ailanthus tree growing at a slant in front— 
that have always typified the Village to me. I used to 
drop in there about once a week and sit in her outer 
office all morning and sometimes all afternoon, too, 
reading back copies, and whenever I was able to wan¬ 
gle a little time with her I would try to get her to see 
the literary importance of the Oral History, and finally 
she printed these two little essays. Everything else I’ve 
ever done may disappear, but I’ll still be immortal, just 
because of them. The Dial was the greatest literary 
magazine ever published in this country. It published a 
great many masterpieces and near-masterpieces as well 
as a great many curiosities and monstrosities, and 
there’ll be bound volumes of it in active use in the princi¬ 
pal libraries of the world as long as the English lan¬ 
guage is spoken and read. ‘The Waste Land’ came out in 
it. So did ‘The Hollow Men.’ Eliot reviewed ‘Ulysses’ 
for it. Two great stories by Thomas Mann came out in 
it—‘Death in Venice’ and ‘Disorder and Early Sorrow.’ 
Pound’s ‘Hugh Selwyn Mauberley’ came out in it, and 
so did Hart Crane’s ‘To Brooklyn Bridge,’ and so did 
Sherwood Anderson’s ‘I’m a Fool.’ Joseph Conrad 
wrote for it, and so did Joyce and Yeats and Proust, 
and so did Cummings and Gertrude Stein and Virginia 
Woolf and Pirandello and George Moore and Spengler 
and Schnitzler and Santayana and Gorki and Hamsun 
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and Stefan Zweig and Djuna Barnes and Ford Madox 
Ford and Miguel de Unamuno and H. D. and Kather¬ 
ine Mansfield, and a hundred others. For centuries to 
come, people will be going through the bound volumes 
looking up things by those writers, and now and then 
one of them will surely notice my two little essays and 
become curious about them and read them (God 
knows they aren’t very long), and that’s closer to im¬ 
mortality than a good many of my rooting and tooting 
contemporaries are likely to get—best-sellers, inter¬ 
views on the radio, the dry little details of their dry 
little lives in Who’s Who, photographs of their empty 
faces in the book-review sections, six or seven divorced 
wives, and all. Just look at some of the other things in 
this issue. A poem by Hart Crane. An essay by Logan 
Pearsall Smith. A couple of photographs of a sculpture 
of a nude by Maillol. A Paris Letter by Paul Morand. 
A piece about the theatre by Padraic Colum. A book 
review by Bertrand Russell.” 

Gould pushed the magazines and the composition 
books across the table to me. “Take them along and 
read them,” he said. 

Outside the diner, on the sidewalk, we agreed to 
meet again on Saturday night. “But not in the diner,” 
Gould said. “I used to get along very well with the 
countermen and the waitresses in there. They used to 
kid around with me and I used to kid around with 
them. But they seem to have turned against me.” A 
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deeply troubled look appeared on his face, a haunted 
look, and he was silent for a few moments, reflecting. 
Then he shrugged his shoulders, as if dismissing the mat¬ 
ter from his mind, but evidently the matter would not 
stay dismissed, for right away he started talking about 
it again. “In recent years,” he said, “quite a few people 
have turned against me. Men and women all over the 
Village who once were good friends of mine now hate 
me and loathe me and despise me. You’re bound to run 
into some of them, and they’ll probably give you var¬ 
ious reasons why they feel that way, and I guess I 
ought to get in ahead of them and give you the real 
reason. Would you like to hear it?” 

I said that I would. 

“The real reason,” he said, “is a certain poem I 
wrote.” 

We walked slowly along Sixth Avenue. 

“In the early thirties, because of the depression,” he 
went on, “a good many people in the Village got inter¬ 
ested in Marxism and became radicals. All of a sudden, 
most of the poets down here became proletarian poets 
and most of the novelists became proletarian novelists 
and most of the painters became proletarian painters. I 
know a woman who’s married to a rich doctor and col¬ 
lects art and has a daughter who’s a ballet dancer, and I 
ran into her one day and she informed me very 
proudly that her daughter was now a proletarian ballet 
dancer. The trouble is, the more radical these people 
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became, the more know-it-all they became. And the 
more self-important. And the more self-satisfied. They 
sat around in the same old Village hangouts that they 
had sat around in when they were just ordinary bo¬ 
hemians and they talked as much as they ever had, only 
now it wasn’t art or sex or booze that they talked about 
but the coming revolution and dialectical materialism 
and the dictatorship of the proletariat and what Lenin 
meant when he said this and what Trotsky meant when 
he said that, and they acted as if any conclusions they 
arrived at on these matters might have a far-reaching 
effect on the future of the whole world. In other 
words, they completely lost their sense of humor. The 
way they talked about the proletariat, you’d think they 
were all the sons and daughters of iron puddlers, but 
the truth was, a surprisingly large number of them 
came from families that were either middle-class or up¬ 
per-class and either very well-to-do or really quite 
rich. As time went on, I began to feel like a stranger 
among them. It wasn’t so much their politics that both¬ 
ered me, beyond the fact that politics of any kind bores 
the living hell out of me; it was the self-important way 
they talked about politics. As much as anything else, it 
was the way they said ‘we.’ Instead of 7 think this’ or 7 
think that,’ it was always ‘We think this’ or¥e think 
that.’ I couldn’t get used to the ‘we.’ I began to feel 
intimidated by it. Once, trying to make a joke and 
lighten the atmosphere, I blurted out to one of them 
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that I belonged to a party that had only one member 
and the name of it was the Joe Gould Party. He said that 
every time I made such remarks and joked about serious 
matters I showed myself in my true colors. ‘We’re on to 
you and people like you,’ he said. ‘When you act the 
clown, all you’re doing is trying to hide the fact that 
you’re a reactionary. To be frank about it,’ he said, ‘we 
would classify you as a parasite, a reactionary parasite. 
As for the Oral History,’ he said, ‘all you’re doing in 
that, as far as we’re concerned, is collecting the verbal 
garbage of the bourgeoisie.’ 

“At that time, in the summer, one of the novelties of 
the Village was the sidewalk cafe in front of the Bre- 
voort Hotel, at Fifth Avenue and Eighth Street. It was 
just a couple of rows of tables set back behind a hedge 
growing in a row of wooden boxes painted white, but 
people thought it was very European and very elegant. 
For some reason, this cafe was a great gathering place 
for the Village radicals. One afternoon in the summer 
of 1935,1 was walking past it and I didn’t have a penny 
in my pocket and I was hungry—not just a little 
hungry, the way I usually am, but so hungry I was 
dizzy and my eyes wouldn’t focus right and my gums 
were sore and I had a sick headache and a dull, gnaw¬ 
ing pain in the pit of my stomach—and a number of 
them were sitting there drinking the best Martinis 
money could buy and eating good French cooking and 
gravely discussing some matter no doubt having to do 
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with the coming revolution, when a poem popped into 
my mind. I called it ‘The Barricades.’ That night, at a 
Village party, I stood up and said I had a proletarian 
poem I wanted to recite, and I recited this poem. It 
really wasn’t much of a poem—in fact, it was just a 
piece of doggerel—but a surprising thing happened. 
Some of the people were mildly amused by it and 
laughed a little, which was all I had expected and all I 
had wanted, but there were several Village radicals and 
radical sympathizers present, including the man who had 
let me in on the fact that I was a reactionary parasite, 
and they were shocked. At first, I thought they were 
kidding me, pulling my leg, but they weren’t, they 
were genuinely shocked—they looked at me the way 
deeply religious people might look at someone who had 
done something horribly sacrilegious—and when they 
got over their shock they became angry. They became 
so angry and hysterical that I left the party, which was 
away over on the east side of the Village, and started 
walking back to the west side. On Ninth Street, near 
University Place, I looked in the window of a restau¬ 
rant called Aunt Clemmy’s and saw a miscellaneous 
group of Villagers sitting around a table in there, some 
of whom I vaguely knew, and I decided to try ‘The 
Barricades’ out on them. I went in and recited it to 
them, and the same thing happened—some laughed po¬ 
litely and some got blazing mad. Then I went into a 
real old-dme Village restaurant on Eighth Street, called 
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Alice McColIister’s—the kind of place that has red wa¬ 
ter glasses—and recited it to some people in there, and 
the same thing happened. Then I went over to Sheri¬ 
dan Square and went into a cafeteria that was the most 
popular late-at-night bohemian hangout in the Village 
at the time, a Stewart’s cafeteria, and recited it in there, 
and the same thing happened. I was amazed at the fanat¬ 
ical reaction some people had to the poem. They practi¬ 
cally foamed at the mouth. At the same time, I was 
delighted. I began to spend a good many evenings just 
going around the Village looking for opportunities to 
recite ‘The Barricades.’ Pretty soon, I found a way to 
make it even more inflammatory. Instead of reciting 
it, I would work myself into a state and chant it. I 
would chant it in a highly excited voice, the voice of a 
flaming revolutionary, and shake my fist at the end of 
each line. It got so, in some places in the Village, late at 
night, all I had to do was stand up and say that I had a 
proletarian poem I wanted to recite and half the people 
would leap to their feet and try to stop me and the 
other half would leap to their feet and egg me on. 

“I go to as many Village parties as I can. I go for the 
free food and liquor and for material for the Oral His¬ 
tory. I’m invited to some, and I hear about others on 
the Village grapevine and just go. One Saturday night 
a few months after I wrote ‘The Barricades,’ I showed 
up at a big party in a studio on Washington Square 
South. I hadn’t been invited, but I knew the man and 
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his wife who were giving it, and I had been going unin¬ 
vited to their parties for years. When I rang the bell, 
the wife came to the door, and it didn’t seem to me that 
she was as friendly as she had been in times gone by, 
but she asked me to come in. I went over and sat in a 
corner and had a number of drinks, after which it oc¬ 
curred to me that I should create a little diversion and 
repay my hosts, the way a guest who’s a singer might 
repay his hosts by singing a song, so I stood up and 
announced that I had a proletarian poem I wanted to 
recite. Everybody suddenly became quiet, and I took a 
quick look around the room. It was a big room and 
there were a lot of people in it, and every face I looked 
at looked back at me with hatred. That didn’t particu¬ 
larly disturb me. I’m used to that. Then I took a closer 
look around, and here and there, in among the faces of 
total strangers and the faces of people whom I knew 
but who meant nothing to me, I saw the faces of sev¬ 
eral men and women who had always been ready and 
willing to give me a little money or stake me to a meal 
or help me out in various other ways, and their faces 
were as cold and hostile as the others. And that did 
disturb me. That sobered me up immediately. I sud¬ 
denly woke up to the fact that without quite realizing 
what I was doing I had made God only knows how 
many enemies. Since then, I’ve been trying to repair 
the damage, but it doesn’t do any good. I never recite 
‘The Barricades’ in public anymore—oh, I do if I’m 



sure of my audience—and quite a lot of time has gone 
by, but the Village radicals haven’t forgiven me. They 
cut me dead on the street. If a group of them are sitting 
in a cafeteria and I sit down near them, they move 
away. If I stand near them at a bar, they move away. 
Some of them used to welcome me when I showed up 
at parties at their places, but now they shut the door in 
my face. And I’ve found out that every time my name 
comes up in conversation they revile me and disparage 
me and vilify me. And the worst thing is, they commu¬ 
nicate the way they feel about me to others. Sooner or 
later, they’ll turn everybody in the Village against me. 
The countermen and the waitresses in the diner, for 
example—I’m sure they’ve turned against me simply be¬ 
cause they’ve heard some of the Village radicals mak¬ 
ing remarks about me and running me down. Oh, well, 
what’s done’s done. Here,” he said, handing me his port¬ 
folio, “hold this, and I’ll recite ‘The Barricades’ for 
you.” 

He straightened his tie and buttoned his dirty seer¬ 
sucker jacket. He drew himself excessively erect, like a 
schoolboy pledging allegiance to the flag. Then, rais¬ 
ing his right fist in the air, he recited the following 
poem: 

“This prissy hedge in front of the 
Brevoort 

Is but a symbol of the coming 
revolution. 



These are the barricades, 

The barricades, 

The barricades. 

And behind these barricades, 

Behind these barricades, 

Behind these barricades, 

The Comrades die! 

The Comrades die! 

The Comrades die! 

And behind these barricades, 

The Comrades die— 

Of overeating.” 

Gould took back his portfolio. “On the other hand,” 
he said, “as far as the people in the diner are concerned, 
it may not be that at all. I’ve been terribly run down 
and nervous this summer, and when I get that way, I 
scratch a lot. It’s just a nervous habit—I’ve been doing 
it since childhood. The people in the diner have un¬ 
doubtedly noticed me scratching, and they may have 
gotten it in their heads that I’m lousy, and that may 
very well be why they’ve turned against me.” He had 
been speaking calmly, but now his manner changed. 
His face was abruptly contorted by an expression of 
pain and fury, and he spat on the street. “The abso¬ 
lutely hideous and disgusting and unspeakable God¬ 
damned truth of the matter is,” he said, “I am lousy. I 
discovered it this morning while I was sitting through 
all those Masses in St. Joseph’s. It’s the second time in a 
month. I’ll have to go to the Municipal Lodging House 
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tonight and take a bath and let them put my clothes in 
the fumigator.” He shook his head, vaguely. “This is 
no way to live,” he said—and his voice sounded de¬ 
feated—“but it’s the only way I can live and work on 
the Oral History.” 

I started to try to say something optimistic but 
sensed that I ran the risk of being presumptuous; a man 
who has no lice on him is not in a very good position to 
minimize the disagreeableness of lice if he is talking to a 
man who is crawling with them, so I changed the sub¬ 
ject to where we should meet on Saturday night. We 
decided that we would meet in Goody’s, one of the 
saloons on Sixth Avenue in the Village. Then we said 
goodbye, and Gould started across the street. After he 
had gone a few steps, he suddenly did an about-face 
and hurried back to me. 

“I just remembered something else I want to tell 
you,” he said. “Something about the Dial. For a maga¬ 
zine of its kind, the Dial had a long life. It lasted nine 
and a half years. As I told you, the issue that has my 
contribution in it—the one I just gave you—was the 
issue for April, 1929. It lasted only three more issues. 
After the July issue, it discontinued publication, and 
that was a great shock to everyone who had any inter¬ 
est whatsoever in the cultural life of this country. In 
the Village, about the only thing people wanted to talk 
about for weeks was who killed the Dial or what killed 
the Dial. I wrote a poem about this.” 
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Gould drew himself erect, as he had done before, 
and recited this poem: 

“ ‘Who killed the Dial}' 

‘Who killed the Dial?’ 

‘I,’ said Joe Gould, 

‘With my inimitable style, 

I killed the Dial.’ ” 

As he recited it, he watched my face. When he 
finished it, I laughed more than he had expected me to, 
I think, and I was struck by how much pleasure this 
gave him. His bloodshot little eyes glowed with pleas¬ 
ure. Then, giggling, he hurried off. 

It was a cloudy day and looked as if it might pour 
down any minute, but I disregarded the weather and 
went over and sat on a bench under the big old elm in 
the northwest corner of Washington Square and 
opened one of Gould’s composition books. On the first 
page was carefully lettered, “death of dr. clarke 

STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S ORAL 

history.” The chapter was divided into an introduc¬ 
tion and four sections. The sections were headed: 
“final illness,” “death,” “funeral,” and “crema¬ 
tion.” “The first thing I must deal with in this 
account of my father’s death,” Gould wrote in his intro¬ 
duction, “is that, for me, he died twice. In the summer 
of 1918, I left New York City, where I was getting 
down to work in earnest on the Oral History, and 



went up to Norwood to spend a month with my 
mother. The first World War was going on at that 
time, and my father was serving as a captain in the 
Medical Corps of the United States Army and was sta¬ 
tioned at Camp Sherman, Chillicothe, Ohio. He was 
assistant adjutant of the base hospital. The second after¬ 
noon I was home, my mother went to the nearby town 
of Dedham to visit a friend, and I took a walk down¬ 
town, to the business district of Norwood. While we 
were both absent from the house, a doctor in Boston 
who was a friend of my father’s telephoned my 
mother, and our cook, an old German woman who 
didn’t understand English any too well and wasn’t any 
too bright to begin with, took the call. The doctor in 
Boston said he was calling to ask my mother to inform 
my father the next time she wrote to him that another 
Boston doctor who was also a friend of my father’s and 
had in fact been stationed with him for a while at 
Camp Sherman had died that day of blood poisoning in 
another camp out in the Middle West, but the old cook 
got it all balled up and understood him to say that my 
father had died that day of blood poisoning out at 
Camp Sherman. When I came home in the middle of 
the afternoon, she was sitting in the kitchen crying, 
and she told me that my father was dead. I went up¬ 
stairs to my room and drew the shades and sat there 
mourning my father. I was overwhelmed with grief. 
Late in the afternoon my mother came home and im- 
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mediately got on the telephone and called the doctor in 
Boston and ascertained what he had really told the 
cook. And then a curious thing happened to me—even 
though, intellectually, I knew that my father was not 
dead, I could not stop mourning him. For me, the blow 
had fallen. I sank into a mood of deep sorrow and 
could not rouse myself from it. I mourned my father 
all the rest of my visit to Norwood, and I continued to 
mourn him for several weeks after returning to New 
York City. My father was honorably discharged from 
the Army on December 28, 1918, and returned at once 
to Norwood and resumed his practice. After he had 
been back in Norwood for less than three months, he 
became seriously ill and was taken to the Peter Bent 
Brigham Hospital in Boston, where he died early in the 
a.m. of Friday, March 28, 1919, aged fifty-four. And 
now I must put down the fact that his illness was sep¬ 
ticemia, or blood poisoning, which was and is to me an 
astonishing coincidence. When I received the news of 
his death, I did not mourn him at all. As far as I was 
concerned, he was already dead. When I write my auto¬ 
biography, I am going to make the flat statement in it 
that my father died of blood poisoning in an Army 
camp in Ohio during the first World War, and I am 
going to insist that this be so stated in any biographical 
material that is written about me as long as I am alive 
and have any control over such things, for to me my 
father’s untrue death was his true death. I have no mis- 
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givings about this. In autobiography and biography, as 
in history, I have discovered, there are occasions when 
the facts do not tell the truth. However, in this 
account, I am going to deal only with what was, I must 
admit, my father’s actual and factual death.” 

Gould’s writing was very much like his conversa¬ 
tion; it was a little stiff and stilted and mostly rather 
dull, but enlivened now and then by a surprising 
observation or bit of information or by sarcasm or mal¬ 
ice or nonsense. It was full of digressions; there were 
digressions that led to other digressions, and there were 
digressions within digressions. Gould’s father had be¬ 
longed to the Universalist Church and the Masons, and 
his funeral service had been conducted jointly by the 
pastor of the local Universalist church and the chaplain 
and the Worshipful Master of the local Masonic lodge. 
Gould described the Universalist part of the service, 
and went from that to a discussion of the subtle 
differences between the members of the Universalist, 
Unitarian, and Congregational churches in New Eng¬ 
land towns, and went from that to a discussion of the 
differences between an Easter service he had once 
attended in an Albanian Orthodox Catholic church 
in Boston with a friend of his, an Albanian student 
at Harvard, and Easter services he had attended in 
Roman Catholic churches, and went from that to a de¬ 
scription of a strange but unusually good meat stew he 
had once eaten in a basement restaurant in Boston fre- 
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quented by Albanian shoe-factory workers that the Al¬ 
banian student had taken him to (“They said it was 
lamb and it may have been mutton,” he wrote, “but it 
was probably goat, either that or horse meat, not that I 
have any objection to goat meat or horse meat, having 
had the experience of eating boiled dog with the Chip¬ 
pewa Indians, which incidentally tasted like mutton, 
only sweeter, although I should point out here that eat¬ 
ing dog has a ceremonial significance to the Chippewas 
and might be compared to our communion services and 
consequently the taste per se is not of great im¬ 
portance”), and went from that to a description of a 
baked-bean pot he had once seen in the window of an 
antique store on Madison Avenue that was exactly like 
the baked-bean pot used in the kitchen of his home in 
Norwood when he was a child. “Gazing at that so- 
called antique baked-bean pot,” he wrote, “I felt 
for the first time that I understood something about 
Time.” He then began a description of the Masonic 
part of his father’s funeral service, but went astray al¬ 
most immediately with a digression on the importance 
of the Masons and the Elks and the Woodmen of the 
World and similar fraternal orders in the night life of 
small towns, which he interrupted at one point for a 
subsidiary digression on the subject of life insurance. “I 
wonder what Lewis and Clark would have thought of 
life insurance,” he wrote in the course of the latter 
digression, “never mind Daniel Boone.” (He had run a 


line through “never mind” and had written “let alone” 
just above it; then he had run a line through “let alone” 
and had written “not to speak of’ just above it-, then he 
had run a line through “not to speak of”; and then, in 
the margin, beside “never mind,” he had written 
“stet.”) Scattered through the book were many sen¬ 
tences that were wholly irrelevant; they seemed to be 
thoughts that had popped into his mind as he wrote, 
and that he had put down at once, because he didn’t 
want to forget them. In the description of the Easter 
service in the Albanian church, for example, apropos of 
nothing that went before or came after, was this sen¬ 
tence: “Mr. Osgood, the Indian teacher at Armstrong, 
N.D., said that whiskey made the Sioux murderous and 
the Chippewa good-natured.” 

On the cover of the other composition book was let¬ 
tered, “the dread tomato habit, a chapter of joe 
gould’s oral history.” I couldn’t make much sense 
out of this chapter until I skipped around in it and 
found that it was mock-serious and that its purpose was 
to make fun of statistics. Gould maintained that a mys¬ 
terious disease was sweeping the country. “It is so 
mysterious that doctors are unaware of its existence,” 
he wrote. “Furthermore, they do not want to become 
aware of its existence because it is responsible for a high 
percentage of the human misfortunes ranging from 
acne to automobile accidents and from colds to crime 
waves that they blame directly or indirectly on mi- 
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crobes or viruses or allergies or neuroses or psychoses 
and get rich by doing so.” Gould devoted several pages i 
to a description of the nature of the disease, and then \ 
stated that he knew the cause of it and was the only 
one who did. “It is caused by the increased consump¬ 
tion of tomatoes both raw and cooked and in the form 
of soup, sauce, juice, and ketchup,” he wrote, “and 
therefore I have named it solanacomania. I base this 
name on Solanaceae, the botanical name for the dread¬ 
ful nightshade family, to which the tomato belongs.” 

At this point, Gould began filling page after page with 
unrelated statistics that he had obviously copied out of 
the financial and business sections of newspapers. “If 
this be true,” he wrote after each statistic, “this also j 
must be true,” and then he introduced another statistic. j 
He filled twenty-eight pages with these statistics. “And j 
now,” he wrote, winding up the chapter, “I hope I / 
have proven, and I have certainly done so to my own / 
satisfaction, that the eating of tomatoes by railroad 
engineers was responsible for fifty-three per cent of 
the train wrecks in the United States during the last 
seven years.” 

I was puzzled. These chapters of the Oral History 
bore no relation at all that I could see to the Oral His¬ 
tory as Gould had described it. There was no talk or 
conversation in them, and unless they were looked 
upon as monologues by Gould himself there was noth- 



ing oral about them. I turned to the little magazines 
Gould had given me, and found that his contributions 
to them were brief but rambling essays, each of which 
had a one- or two-word title and a subtitle stating that 
it was “a chapter of” or “a selection from” the Oral 
History. In the Exile, his subject was “Art.” In Broom, 
his subject was “Social Position.” He had two essays in 
the Dial —“Marriage” and “Civilization.” And he had 
two in Pagany —“Insanity” and “Freedom.” By this 
time, I had read enough of Gould’s writing to know 
what these essays were. They were digressions cut out 
of chapters of the Oral History by the editors of the 
little magazines or by Gould himself and given titles of 
their own. In other words, they were more of the same. 
I read them without much interest until, in the “Insan¬ 
ity” essay, I came across three sentences that stood out 
sharply from the rest. These sentences were plainly 
meant by Gould to be a sort of poker-faced display of 
conceit, but it seemed to me that he told more in them 
than he had intended to. In the years to come, as I 
got to know him better, they would return to my mind 
a great many times. They appeared at the end of a para¬ 
graph in which he had made the point that he was du¬ 
bious about the possibility of dividing people into sane 
and insane. “I would judge the sanest man to be him 
who most firmly realizes the tragic isolation of human¬ 
ity and pursues his essential purposes calmly,” he 
wrote. “I suppose I feel about it in this way because I 
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have a delusion of grandeur. I believe myself to be Joe 
Gould.” 


II 

On Saturday night, June 13, 1942, I went into 
Goody’s to keep the appointment I had made with 
Gould. Goody’s (the proprietor’s name was Goodman) 
was on Sixth Avenue, between Ninth and Tenth 
Streets, directly across the avenue from Jefferson Mar¬ 
ket Courthouse. I had often noticed the place, but this 
was the first time I had ever been in it. Like most of the 
barrooms on Sixth Avenue in the Village, it was long 
and narrow and murky, a blind tunnel of a place, a 
burrow, a bat’s cave, a bear’s den. I learned later that 
many of the men and women who frequented it had 
been bohemians in the early days of the Village and 
had been renowned for their rollicking exploits and 
now were middle-aged or elderly and in advanced 
stages of alcoholism. I arrived at nine, which was when 
Gould and I had agreed to meet. He was nowhere in 
sight, and I went over and stood at the bar. “I’m just 
waiting for someone,” I said to the bartender, who 
shrugged his shoulders. In a little while, I got tired of 
standing and sat on a bar stool. After I had been sitting 
there for half an hour or so, peering into the gloom, I 
recalled something that one of the first persons I had 


talked with about Gould had told me—a man who had 
been at Harvard with him. “If you’re going to have 
any dealings with Joe Gould,” he had said, “one thing 
you want to keep in mind is that he’s about as unde¬ 
pendable as it’s possible to be. If he’s supposed to be 
somewhere at a certain time, he’s just as likely to arrive 
an hour or two early as an hour or two late, or he may 
arrive on the dot, or he may not show up at all, and in 
his mind Tuesday can very easily become Thursday.” 
Around a quarter to ten, the telephone in a booth up 
near the front end of the bar began to ring. One of the 
customers stepped inside the booth and reappeared a 
few moments later and shouted out my name. When I 
stood up, startled, he said, “Joe Gould wants to speak 
to you.” 

“I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to meet you tonight,” 
Gould said, his voice sounding a little boozy. “I com¬ 
pletely forgot that I had to go to a meeting of the Ra¬ 
ven Poetry Circle. In fact, the meeting is going on 
right now, and I just slipped out and came down here 
to a phone booth in a drugstore to call you, and I have 
to go right back. I don’t belong to the Ravens; they 
won’t let me join—they blackball me every time my 
name comes up—but they let me attend their meetings, 
and now and then they give me a place on the 
program. The Ravens are the biggest poetry organiza¬ 
tion in the Village, and there isn’t one real poet in the 
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whole lot of them. The best parts of all of them put 
together wouldn’t make one third-rate poet. They’re 
all would-bes. Pseudos. Imitators of imitators. They’re 
imitators of bad poets who themselves were imitators 
of bad poets, I can’t stand them and they can’t stand 
me, but the hell of it is, I enjoy them and I enjoy their 
meetings. They’re so bad they’re good. Also, after the 
program they serve wine. Also, there’s a high percen¬ 
tage of unmarried lady poets among them, and sooner 
or later I’m going to bamboozle one of them into free 
love or matrimony, even if it has to be a certain tall, 
thin, knock-kneed drink of water I’ve had my eye on 
for some time now who’s supposed to have a private 
income and writes poems about the eternal sea and has 
a Dutch bob and a long nose and an Adam’s apple and 
always has cigarette ashes in her lap and cat hair all 
over her. ‘Roll on, roll dn,’ she says, ‘eternal sea,’ and 
her big old Adam’s apple bobs up and down. But the 
main reason I didn’t want to miss tonight’s meeting is I 
see a chance to poke some fun at the Ravens. Tonight 
is Religious Poetry Night, and I talked them into put¬ 
ting me on the program. I asked for a place right at the 
end. You can just imagine the kind of religious poetry 
they’re capable of. Mystical! Soulful! Rapturous! 
‘Methinks’ or ‘albeit’ in every other line, and deep—oh, 
my God, they’re deeper than John Donne ever hoped 
to be. When they’ve all recited theirs, I’m going to 
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stand up and recite mine. Listen, and I’ll recite it for 
you. ‘My Religion,’ by Joe Gould: 

In winter I’m a Buddhist, 

And in summer I’m a nudist.” 

Gould giggled. He asked me if I had read the 
chapters of the Oral History he had given me. I said 
that I had, and that they had been a good deal different 
from what I had expected, and that I would like to 
read some more. 

“The great bulk of the Oral History is stored away 
in a place that’s quite inaccessible,” he said, suddenly 
becoming serious, “but I have a few chapters stuck 
away here and there around town where they’re easy 
to get at. I’ll tell you what. I have an old friend named 
Aaron Siskind, who’s a kind of avant-garde documen¬ 
tary photographer, and he has his darkroom and his liv¬ 
ing quarters in a flat up over a second-hand bookstore 
at 102 Fourth Avenue, and I must have six, seven, eight, 
nine, ten, or a dozen composition books stuck away up 
there. He’ll be in now—he works in his darkroom at 
night—and it’s only a short walk from Goody’s over to 
his place. Why don’t you take a walk over there and 
read those chapters? He won’t mind getting them out 
for you. And let’s meet in Goody’s tomorrow night. I 
promise you I’ll be there this time.” 

Siskind’s flat was over the Corner Book Shop, at 
Fourth Avenue and Eleventh Street, right in the 
middle of the second-hand-bookstore district. He came 
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to the door, a short, jovial man with skeptical eyes, and 
I told him what I was after, and he laughed. “Good 
God!” he said. “Haven’t you got anything better to do 
with your time than that?” However, he went at once 
to a clothes closet in the hallway of the flat and 
squatted down and looked around among the shoes and 
the fallen coat hangers on the floor of it and picked up 
five composition books. “Joe’s a little off in his calcula¬ 
tions,” he said. “He has only five up here at present.” 
He slapped the dust off the books and handed them to 
me, and I sat down and opened one. On the first page 
of it was carefully lettered, “death of dr. clarke 

STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S ORAL HISTORY.” 

This turned out to be another version of Gould’s ac¬ 
count of his father’s final illness, death, funeral, and cre¬ 
mation. The facts in it having to do with these matters 
were the same as those in the version I had already read, 
although they were differently arranged, but the digres¬ 
sions were completely different. I opened the second 
book, and the title was exactly the same: “death of dr. 
CLARKE STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S ORAL 

history.” This was still another version. The title in 
the third book was “drunk as a skunk, or how i meas¬ 
ured THE HEADS OF FIFTEEN HUNDRED INDIANS IN ZERO 
WEATHER. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S ORAL HISTORY.” 

This appeared to be an account of the trip that Gould 
had made to the Indian reservations in North Dakota. 
The title in the fourth book was “the dread tomato 


HABIT, OR WATCH OUT? WATCH OUT! DOWN WITH DR. 

gallup! a chapter of joe gould’s oral history.” This 
was another version of the statistical chapter. The title 
in the fifth book was “death of my mother, a chapter 
of joe gould’s oral history.” This was the shortest of 
the chapters. It took up only eleven and a half pages, 
and most of it was a digression on the subject of cancer. 

“Joe comes up here every few days and hits me for a 
handout, or what he calls a contribution to the Joe 
Gould Fund, and if he happens to have a finished com¬ 
position book with him he goes over and tosses it in the 
closet,” Siskind told me as I looked through the books. 
“He’s been doing that for quite a long time now. He 
leaves the books in the closet until anywhere from half 
a dozen to a dozen or so have accumulated, and then, 
one day, he gathers them up and puts them in his port¬ 
folio and takes them away. By and by, he starts a new 
accumulation. He used to ask me to read them, and I 
would, but I don’t anymore. He writes on the same 
subjects over and over and over again, and I’m afraid 
I’ve lost interest in the death of his father and the death 
of his mother and the dread tomato habit and the In¬ 
dians out in North Dakota and all that. He seems to be 
a perfectionist; he seems to be determined to keep on 
writing new versions of each of his subjects until he 
gets one that is absolutely right. One cold day last win¬ 
ter, he came up here and sat by the radiator and 
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started correcting and revising one of his books. He 
went through it once, changing a word here and a 
word there and scratching out sentences and writing 
new ones in. Then he went through it again and 
changed some more words and scratched out some 
more sentences. Then he went through it again. Then 
he tore the whole thing up and threw it in the waste¬ 
basket. ‘Jesus, Joe!’ I said. ‘You certainly improved that 
one. You improved it right out of existence.’ ” 

“When he gathers up his composition books and puts 
them in his portfolio, where does he take them?” I 
asked. 

“He’s always been kind of vague and remote about 
that,” Siskind said. “As a matter of fact, I’ve never 
really understood why he takes them away in the first 
place. I’ve often told him that he can leave them here as 
long as he likes, and that he can have the whole closet 
to himself if he wants it. He’s such a perfectionist I 
wouldn’t be surprised if he tears them up and throws 
them in the first trash basket he comes to. Then he 
starts all over again. Starts fresh. Oh, I guess he has 
some secret place or other where he takes them and 
stores them away.” 

The next night, I went into Goody’s again. Gould 
was sitting at a table across from the bar. There was an 
empty beer glass in front of him. He was wearing the 
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same dirty seersucker suit that he had been wearing at 
our first meeting, only now it was much dirtier and had 
a bad rip at the shoulder. It looked as if somewhere 
along the line someone had given his left sleeve an an¬ 
gry jerk, ripping it half off at the shoulder. I went over 
and sat down and returned the composition books and 
the little magazines that I had got from him, and 
thanked him for letting me read them. 

“You were disappointed,” he said accusingly. 

“Oh, no,” I said. 

“Yes you were,” he said. “I can tell.” 

“To be honest,” I said, “I was. I understood from 
what you told me that the Oral History was mostly 
talk, but there wasn’t any talk in the chapters you lent 
me or in the ones I saw at Siskind’s.” 

Gould threw up his hands. “Naturally there wasn’t,” 
he said. “There are two kinds of chapters in the Oral 
History—essay chapters and oral chapters. As it hap¬ 
pens, all those you read were essay chapters.” 

This remark instantly cleared up my puzzlement 
about the Oral History; it seemed to explain every¬ 
thing. I took Gould’s empty glass over to the bar and 
got him a beer. Then, sitting down, I told him I would 
like very much to read some of the oral chapters. 

“Oh, Lord,” Gould said. “Since we’ve gone this far, 
there’s something about the Oral History I’ll have to 
tell you—something about its present whereabouts. I 
was hoping I could keep it quiet, but I can see now I 
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would’ve had to let people know about it sooner or 
later anyhow.” He frowned and cocked his eyes at the 
ceiling and stroked his bearded chin and seemed to be 
casting around in his mind for the simplest way to tell 
about something that was extraordinarily involved. “Oh, 
well, to go back a little,” he said, “a woman I know who 
used to work in the main branch of the Public Library 
retired several years ago and bought a duck-and-chicken 
farm on Long Island, and last Thanksgiving she invited 
me out there. I’m not going to tell you her name or the 
exact location of her farm, so don’t ask me any questions. 
It’s an isolated place, out on a dirt road. Huntington is 
the nearest railroad station, but it’s a considerable dis¬ 
tance from Huntington. There are two houses on the 
place. One is a frame house, and a Polish farmer and his 
wife live in it and look after the ducks and chickens. 
The other is an old stone house, and my friend and a 
niece of hers live in it. My friend showed me over the 
house, including the cellar. The cellar was snug and dry 
and whitewashed, and it was partitioned into one large 
room and three small rooms. The small rooms were built 
to be used for storage, and had good strong doors. And 
the doors had locks on them—set-in locks, not padlocks. 
Now, early in January of this year, a month and a half 
or so after I was out there, a painter friend of mine told 
me that an art dealer had told him that the Metropoli¬ 
tan Museum was moving a good many of its most pre¬ 
cious paintings to a bombproof location outside the 
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city for the duration of the war, and I decided I’d bet¬ 
ter get busy and do something about the Oral History. 
I immediately thought of those rooms in my friend’s 
cellar, and it seemed to me that one of them would be 
an ideal place for the Oral History. So I wrote to my 
friend and inquired into the possibility. She didn’t 
think much of the idea at first—didn’t want the re¬ 
sponsibility—but I wrote to her again and said that a 
good librarian such as herself ought to be able to under¬ 
stand the importance to posterity of what I was asking 
her to do, and I promised her that generations yet un¬ 
born would be grateful to her and rise up and call her 
blessed, and finally she wrote and said for me to get the 
Oral History together and wrap it in two layers of oil¬ 
cloth and tie some ropes around it—in other words, 
bale it up. I did so, and the following Sunday she and 
her niece drove in and picked it up and took it out and 
deposited it in her cellar. And that’s where it is. And if 
you’ll pay my train fare out to Huntington and back 
and my taxicab fare from the station out to her place 
and back and give me money enough to buy her a box 
of candy for a present, I’ll take a run out there early 
next week and open the bale and select a couple of 
dozen representative chapters—oral ones, that is—and 
bring them in.” 

We figured out how much money he would need 
for the trip, and I gave it to him. 

He took his time about making the trip. I didn’t see 
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him again until the following Thursday, when he came 
to my office and said that he had gone out to his 
friend’s farm the day before but hadn’t been able to get 
at the Oral History. ‘‘My friend wasn’t home,” he said. 
“According to her niece, she’s been away a couple of 
months. She’s down in Florida. She has a brother who’s 
a retired high-school English teacher, a bachelor, and 
he was spending the winter in St. Augustine, and some¬ 
time around the middle of April he had a stroke. She’s 
very attached to him, and she went down there to look 
after him. And just before she left, the niece said, she 
locked up half the place, including the three rooms in 
the cellar, and took the keys with her. This upset me, 
and I begged the niece to write her at once and ask her 
to send back the key to the room the Oral History is 
in. ‘Write her yourself,’ the niece said. ‘It’s none of my 
business.’ Then I decided it might be a lot wiser to 
telephone her, so the niece gave me the number of the 
place where she’s staying, and I’d appreciate it very 
much if you’d let me have money enough to make the 
call.” 

I said I could arrange for him to make the call right 
then, through the office switchboard. 

“That would be fine,” he said, “except I’m not sup¬ 
posed to call her during the day. The niece told me I 
should call her at night, because she’s at the hospital 
during the day. If you’ll just let me have the money, 
I’ll call her tonight from the pay phone in Goody’s.” 
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Next morning, shortly after I got to the office, 
Gould telephoned and said that after calling the 
woman person-to-person several times he had reached 
her around midnight. “She must be all tired out and 
nervous,” he said, “because she scolded me severely. 
She reminded me that when she agreed to store the 
Oral History she had made it clear that I couldn’t be 
taking it out and putting it back in but that I’d have to 
let it stay put for the duration of the war. ‘You wanted 
it in a safe place,’ she said, ‘and it’s in a safe place, so 
just relax.’ I asked her when she expected to return, but 
I didn’t get much satisfaction out of her. ‘It might be 
weeks,’ she said, ‘and it might be months, and it might 
be years. And in the meantime,’ she said, ‘quit bother¬ 
ing me.’ I tried to reason with her, and she hung up on 
me* 

“Would it do any good if I called her?” I asked. 

“As soon as she found out what you were calling 
about,” Gould said, “she’d hang up on you.” 

This put me in a predicament. Ever since my first 
interview with Gould, I had been tracking down 
friends and enemies of his and talking with them about 
him. Most of these people had known Gould for a long 
time and either were regular contributors to the Joe 
Gould Fund or had been in the past. In fact, several of 
them—E. E. Cummings, the poet; Slater Brown, the 
novelist; M. R. Werner, the biographer; Orrick Johns, 
the poet; Kenneth Fearing, the poet and novelist; Mal- 
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colm Cowley, the critic; Barney Gallant, the proprietor 
of Barney Gallant’s, a Village night club; and Max 
Gordon, the proprietor of the Village Vanguard, an¬ 
other Village night club—had been giving him a dime 
or a quarter or a half dollar or a dollar or a couple of 
dollars once or twice a week for over twenty years. 
Each person I saw had suggested others to see, and I 
had looked up around fifteen people and spoken on the 
telephone with around fifteen others. All of them had 
been willing, or more than willing, to tell what they 
knew about Gould, and I had got a great many anec¬ 
dotes and a great deal of biographical information 
about him from them. I had read the clippings concern¬ 
ing him in the morgues of three newspapers. (The old¬ 
est clipping I found was dated March 2, 1934, and 
was from the Herald Tribune. In it, Gould told the 
reporter that the Oral History was 7,300,000 words 
long. In another clipping from the Herald Tribune, 
dated April 10, 1937, he said that the Oral History was 
now 8,800,000 words long. In one from PM, dated Au¬ 
gust 24, 1941, Gould was called “an author who has 
written a book taller than himself.” “The stack of man¬ 
uscripts comprising the Oral History has passed 7 
feet,” PM said. “Gould is 5 feet 4.”) At the suggestion 
of one of his classmates, I had gone to the library of the 
Harvard Club and hunted through the reports of his 
class—the class of 1911—for references to him. I had 
spent a day in the genealogy room in the Public Li- 
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brary looking through New England genealogies and 
town and county histories for information about his 
ancestors and family connections, and had been able to 
verify most of the statements he had made about them. 
Now all I needed was one more thing, a look at the 
oral part of the Oral History, but that seemed to me to 
be essential. As far as I was concerned, the Oral His¬ 
tory was Gould’s reason for being, and if I couldn’t 
quote from it, or even describe it at first hand, I didn’t 
see how I could write a Profile of him. I could post¬ 
pone further work on the Profile until the woman re¬ 
turned from Florida and let Gould into her cellar, but I 
/ 

knew from experience that postponing a project of this 
nature usually meant the end of it; I knew that my 
interest in it would fade as soon as I got involved in 
other matters, and that before long simply having it 
hanging over me would very likely cause me to turn 
against it. Furthermore, I was growing leery of Gould; 
I had begun to feel that, whatever the reason, he really 
didn’t want me to see the oral part of the Oral History, 
and that when the woman returned, some brand-new 
difficulty might very well present itself. I decided on 
the spur of the moment that the best thing to do was to 
abandon the project right then and there and go on as 
quickly as possible to something else. 

“Fm sorry, Mr. Gould,” I said, “but I think we’d 
better just drop the whole thing.” 

“Oh, no!” Gould said. His voice sounded alarmed. 
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“Look,” he said. “I have an abnormal memory. In fact, 
people have often told me that I probably have what 
the psychologists call total recall. I’ve lost chapters of 
the Oral History several times and reconstructed them 
entirely from memory. Once, I lost one and recon¬ 
structed it and then found the one I had lost, and a 
good many pages in the two of them matched almost 
word for word. If you’ll meet me in Goody’s tonight, 
I’ll recite some chapters for you. I’ll recite dozens of 
chapters. If you’ve got the patience to listen, I’ll recite 
hundreds. You’ll get as good an idea of the oral part of 
the Oral History that way as you would by reading it. 
Considering my handwriting, you may even get a bet¬ 
ter idea.” 

That night, around eight, Gould and I sat down at a 
table in a quiet corner in the back of Goody’s. First, he 
drank two double Martinis, doing so, he said, for a par¬ 
ticular purpose. “I have found,” he said, “that gin 
primes the pump of memory.” Then he began telling 
the life story of a man he said he used to run into in 
flophouses who was a kind of religious fanatic and was 
called the Deacon, telling it in the first person, just as 
the Deacon had told it to him. The Deacon was a 
gloomy periodical drinker. He was a backslidden mem¬ 
ber of some schismatic Lutheran sect, he was under the 
impression that he had lost his soul, he believed that he 
had discovered hints in the Bible concerning the exact 
date—year, month, day, and time of day—of the end 
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of the world, and he often saw things at night. One 
summer night, for example, while he was sitting in a 
doorway on Great Jones Street, near the Bowery, he 
smelled sulphur and looked up and saw the Devil walk 
past and felt the heat of Hell emanating from him. 
Later the same night, he saw two mermaids in the East 
River. They were off Pier 26, at the foot of Catharine 
Street, frolicking in the moonlight. “They weren’t ex¬ 
actly half women, half fishes,” he told Gould. “They 
were more like half women, half snakes. When they 
saw me sitting on the pier looking at them, they held 
out their arms and wriggled and made certain other 
motions trying to tempt me to come in with them, and 
if I had done so they would’ve wrapped themselves 
around me and dragged me to the bottom.” 

Gould spent an hour or so on the Deacon’s visions 
and torments. Then, after drinking another double Mar¬ 
tini, he quoted some remarks that he said had been 
made to him by a doleful old Hungarian woman, 
known as Old Budapest or Old Buda the Pest, who 
used to sit in bars on Third Avenue, around Cooper 
Square, and talk op and on to anyone who would 
listen. Gould said he had filled many composition 
books with her talk. Old Buda had been three times a 
wife and three times a widow; she had had some con¬ 
nection with the dope trade through one of her hus¬ 
bands; she had been a madam, or, as she defined it, “the 
operator of a furnished-room house for women over in 
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the Navy Yard district in Brooklyn”; and she had 
wound up working in the kitchen of a city hospital. 
Her talk was made up for the most part of descriptions 
of and reflections on awful things that she had expe¬ 
rienced or observed. Gould recited a few of her solilo¬ 
quies verbatim and paraphrased others and summarized 
others. Finishing with Old Buda, he drank a fourth 
Martini—a regular one this time. Then he ordered an¬ 
other, but decided not to drink all of it. Instead, he 
ordered a large beer, drank it, and then ordered a small 
beer and drank it. At this point, he described an eating 
place in which he said he had spent a lot of time during 
the early thirties. It was called Frenchy’s Coffee Pot; it 
was on First Avenue, near Twenty-ninth Street, just 
across from the Pathological Building of Bellevue Hos¬ 
pital, a building that also housed the City Mortuary; it 
stayed open until two in the morning and opened again 
at six; and it was patronized by nurses, internes, order¬ 
lies, ambulance drivers, morgue attendants, embalming- 
school students, and other people who worked in the 
hospital and the mortuary. Whenever he could, Gould 
said, he would engage these people in conversation, and 
now he began to quote some of the things they had \ 
told him. “This part of the Oral History is pretty 
gory,” he said. “It is called ‘Echoes from the Backstairs 
of Bellevue,’ and it is divided into sections, under such 
headings as ‘Spectacular Operations and Amputations// 

‘Horrible Deaths,’ ‘Sadistic Doctors,’ ‘Alcoholic Doc- 
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tors,’ ‘Drug-Addicted Doctors,’ ‘Women-Chasing Doc¬ 
tors,’ ‘Huge Tumors, Etc.,’ and ‘Strange Things Found 
During Autopsies.’ ” 

Presently, after quoting at some length from each of 
his sections on Bellevue, Gould ordered another small 
beer and drank it, and then said that he would now 
quote for a little while from the longest and most im¬ 
portant part of the Oral History. He said that he called 
this part “An Infinitude of Bushwa,” and that it was 
about the Village, and that it ran through approx¬ 
imately seventy-five composition books. “It contains an 
enormous number of monologues, conversations, and 
disputes about a wide variety of art, literary, political, 
theological, and sexual matters that I overheard in the 
Village,” he said, “and this will be very valuable to so¬ 
cial historians in centuries to come, but the most valua¬ 
ble thing it contains is gossip—the things that people in 
the Village said about each other behind each other’s 
backs during the twenties and thirties. As I say some- 
^ where in my introduction to this part, which in itself 
\takes up nine composition books, ‘Malicious gossip, vi¬ 
cious and malicious. Spite and jealousy and middle- 
aged lust and middle-aged bile.’ You can mention just 
about anybody who was around the Village during the 
last quarter of a century, and I’ve probably got some¬ 
thing about him or her in this part of the History— 
something nasty. However and nevertheless and 
notwithstanding and be that as it may,” he said, sud- 
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denly getting to his feet, “please excuse me a minute.” 

I had been so busy taking notes that I hadn’t looked 
up for some time, and now I looked up and saw that 
Gould was drunk, or close to it. His eyes were blank 
and staring; he stared at me as if he had never seen me 
before. I was surprised, for his voice had been clear and 
his talk had been coherent. “I’ll be right back,” he said. 
Starting to step away from the table, he lurched into 
the aisle. Then, recovering himself, he made his way to 
the men’s room, shuffling along cautiously and holding 
his arms out in front of him for balance, like a feeble 
old man. 

When he returned, I said I was afraid that he was 
tired of talking, and suggested that we adjourn and 
meet again the following night. He shook his head 
vigorously. “I’m not in the least bit tired,” he said. I 
closed my notebook and started to put it in my pocket. 
“You’re the one who’s tired,” he said. He reached over 
and grabbed my sleeve. “Don’t go yet,” he said. “I 
want to say something about my mother. I didn’t say 
much about her the other day in the diner, and I feel I 
should. Don’t bother taking notes. Just listen.” 

His mother had been a good mother, he said, except 
for one thing: She had never treated him as a grownup. 
While he was at Harvard, he said, and even after he 
had been living in New York City for years and had 
become well known as a bohemian and had grown a 
beard, she had occasionally sent him packages of a kind 
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of penny candy, called peach pits, that he had liked as a 
child. This was typical of her, he said. “My mother did 
one thing to me when I was a boy,” he said, “that I’ve 
never been able to forgive or forget. It may seem like a 
trivial incident to you, not worth thinking about twice, 
but I must’ve thought about it a thousand times. We 
were sitting in the parlor of our house in Norwood 
one evening after supper. I was studying, and I hap¬ 
pened to look up and I saw that she was looking at me 
and apparently had been for some time and that tears 
were running down her cheeks. ‘My poor son,’ she said.” 
Gould’s eyes blazed. He was silent for a few moments. 
Then he forgot all about his mother and began talking 
about his father. He got wound up talking about his 
father; he couldn’t seem to stop. His father had been a 
railroad enthusiast, he said, and a collector of timetables 
and of pictures of locomotives. Norwood is on a 
branch line of what was then the New England Rail¬ 
road and is now the New York, New Haven & Hart¬ 
ford, and his father had been local surgeon for the rail¬ 
road and a member of the International Association of 
Railway Surgeons. “One evening,” Gould said, “my fa¬ 
ther put down his newspaper, which was the Boston 
Evening Transcript, you may be sure, and announced 
that he was going in to Boston in the morning to see a 
new locomotive that the railroad was getting ready to 
put into service, and then he announced that he was 
taking me with him. This was when I was around nine 
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or ten, back before he had given up on me, so to speak, 
and it was one of the happiest days of my life. We got 
up before day and had breakfast together, and then we 
went in on an early train and stopped in the station 
restaurant in Boston and had a second breakfast. He 
had coffee and a cinnamon bun, and I had hot choco¬ 
late and a cinnamon bun. Then we went out in the 
yards. There was a crowd of railroad men standing 
around the locomotive, looking it over, and my father 
knew one of them. ‘How do you do, Mr. Delehanty,’ 
my father said. ‘This is my son Joseph.’ ” 

Gould was so moved by this recollection that his 
voice broke and his eyes filled with tears and he was 
unable to continue talking. A few moments later, while 
he was dabbing at his eyes with a paper napkin and 
trying to regain his composure, one of the old bohe¬ 
mians at the bar came over to him and said, “I know 
how you feel, Joe. It was really quite a shock.” Gould 
stared at the old bohemian. “What shock?” he asked. 
The old bohemian stared back at Gould. “Hearing 
about it,” he said. “Hearing about what?” asked Gould. 
“Bob,” said the old bohemian. Then, giving Gould a 
searching look and seeing that he was mystified, the old 
bohemian said that a man named Bob Something-or- 
Other (I didn’t catch his last name), who was evi¬ 
dently another old bohemian and a friend of both of 
them, had keeled over in Goody’s during the after¬ 
noon, while he was sitting at the bar, and had been 
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taken to St. Vincent’s Hospital, where, according to a 
telephone call the bartender had just received, he had 
died not long after he arrived. Gould was visibly de¬ 
lighted by this piece of news. “Well, I must say,” he 
said, “I think that was very commendable of Bob. In 
fact,” he went on, “it’s probably the most commenda¬ 
ble thing he ever did.” The old bohemian was taken 
aback, but a moment later his face changed and he 
laughed heartily. “Poor old Bob,” said Gould, in mitiga¬ 
tion. Then he and the old bohemian became engrossed 
in an intensely serious discussion about Bob’s age— 
whether he had hit seventy or was still in his sixties— 
and I took the opportunity to say good night and de¬ 
part. 

Next night, Gould and I met again in Goody’s. We 
met at six, and I listened to him until around midnight. 
We skipped the following night, which was Sunday 
night. On Monday night, we met again at six, and once 
again I listened to him until around midnight. I thought 
that we had agreed to meet at eight on Tuesday night, 
but when I arrived at eight I found that I had not made 
this clear to him and he had been waiting for me since 
six and was so anxious to start talking that he was in a 
state of agitation. To square myself, I listened to him 
until Goody’s closed, at four o’clock in the morning. I 
saw him again on Wednesday night, and again on 
Thursday night, and again on Friday night. These ses¬ 
sions followed a pattern. Gould would quote from the 
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Oral History while the gin and beer were gradually 
taking hold, and then he would lose interest in the Oral 
History and talk more and more about himself, until 
presently he would give up and talk about nothing but 
himself. He seemed to think that no detail of his life < 
was too trivial to tell about. He would tell about the 
first time he caught a fish or about the removal of his 
tonsils, he would tell fatuous family anecdotes, laugh¬ 
ing all the while, and he would recall the ins and outs 
of conversations that he had had long ago with boy¬ 
hood friends about the mysteries of the adult world. 

I 

Once, he pointed out several scars on his cheeks and . 
forehead and told how he got each one; I remember \ 
that he got a couple of those on his forehead when a 
Mason jar of stewed tomatoes that his mother had put 
up exploded. Late one evening, he paused for a mo¬ 
ment and asked me if I was tired of listening to him, 
and I started to be polite and say “Oh, no!,” but weari¬ 
ness made me frank and I said that I was, whereupon 
he snickered and said that he could sympathize with me 
but that he had been waiting for years to talk to some¬ 
one about himself and really go into detail, and now 
that he had an opportunity to do so he was going to 
make the most of it. “And since you’re going to write 
about me,” he said, “you can’t help yourself—it's 
your duty to listen to me, it’s part of your job.” 

After the Friday-night session, which lasted ten 
hours—it started at 6 p.m. and ended at 4 a.m. —I de- 
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tided that I had become sufficiently familiar with a rep¬ 
resentative group of chapters of the Oral History and 
that enough was enough and that I wouldn’t listen to 
him any longer, although it was obvious that he had 
scarcely got started and could go on for weeks; I sim¬ 
ply didn’t have the endurance. I tried to tell him this 
but found myself hesitating and dissembling, and he 
interrupted me. “If you’re trying to tell me that you 
don’t want to hear any more,” he said, a little angrily, 
“you don’t have to apologize. I’m perfectly well aware 
that I talk too much.” 

On the following Monday, which was June 29th, I 
started writing the Profile of Gould. On Tuesday, 
around noon, Gould telephoned and said he was wor¬ 
ried about the facts concerning his family background 
that he had given me, and wanted to come up and inter¬ 
pret them for me. There were subtleties involved that I 
might miss, he said, since he was a New Englander and 
I was not. He came and stayed until deep in the after¬ 
noon, but he didn’t interpret any facts; he simply 
talked some more about himself. On Wednesday, 
bright and early, he telephoned and said he had spent 
most of the previous night going over our talks in his 
mind, and had been shocked to discover that he had 
forgotten to tell me a great many very important 
things. He said he wanted to come up and give me this 
additional information. I told him that I was sinking 
and suffocating and drowning in information, and 
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begged him not to tell me anything else until I had 
finished writing the first draft of the Profile and he had 
read it. He could point out the gaps in it then, I said. 
On Thursday, in the middle of the morning, the recep¬ 
tionist came in and said that he was outside and wanted 
to see me. “He says it’s very important,” she said. I 
asked her to tell him that I had gone to a funeral. He 
sat in the reception room for an hour or so, and then 
left a note for me with the receptionist and went away. 
“It is my recollection that I told you the title of the 
Greenwich Village part of the Oral History was ‘An 
Infinitude of Bushwa,’ ” he wrote in the note. “After 
much thought, I have decided to change this title, and I 
felt that I should inform you of this decision at once. 
The new title is ‘The Bughouse Without Bars, or De¬ 
scents by Day and Descents by Night Into the Intellec¬ 
tual Underworld of Our Time.’ If you have occasion 
to refer to this part of the O.H., please keep this in 
mind.” On Friday, he telephoned, and I lied to him. I 
told him that I was going on vacation and would be 
away for two weeks. During these two weeks, I came 
to my office early and left late, I had no interruptions, 
and I finished writing the Profile. Then I did go on 
vacation. 

Soon after I returned, early in August, Gould tele¬ 
phoned. By that time, the Profile had been put in 
proof, and I asked him to come up and read it. He read 
it slowly and carefully, and said he was pleased with it. 
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“Is there anything in it you want me to change?” I 
asked. “Not a word,” he said. Next day, he came in and 
said he thought that a paragraph having to do with his 
knowledge of sea gulls should be made much longer. 
“People are going to want to know a lot more about 
that matter,” he said. Two days later, he came in with a 
similar suggestion about another paragraph. Three days 
after that, he came in with a similar suggestion about 
still another paragraph. He got in the habit of coming 
in at least once a week and trying to talk me into add¬ 
ing a few sentences here or a paragraph there. He 
never tried to get me to change anything; he just 
wanted me to put more in. On the majority of the days 
that he didn’t come in, he telephoned me. The sound of 
his voice began to make me wince. 


Ill 

The Profile of Gould was printed in the issue of 
The New Yorker for December 12, 1942, under the 
title of “Professor Sea Gull.” The day before this issue 
went on the newsstands, I had to go down South, be¬ 
cause of the sickness of a relative. I ran into some bad 
luck down there—I was thrown from a horse jumping 
a ditch and dislocated a shoulder, and while I was laid 
up from that I had pneumonia—and it was over three 
weeks before I returned to New York City; it was 
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after the first of the year, in fact. When I got back to 
my office, there was a pile of letters on my desk from 
readers of the Profile. There were forty-five addressed 
to me, and seventeen addressed to Gould in care of me. 
Among the letters addressed to me was one from 
Gould himself. 

“I have always had a feeling of being way ahead of 
my time,” Gould wrote. “Consequently, I have always 
taken it for granted that the importance of the Oral 
History would not be recognized until sometime in the 
distant future, long after I am dead and gone, but now, 
thanks to your little piece, I am beginning to see signs 
that it may happen in my own lifetime. Strangers pass¬ 
ing me on the street used to look at me with reactions 
ranging from bafflement to outright hostility, but now 
a steadily increasing number of them seem to know 
who I am and look at me with respect, and every now 
and then one of them stops me and asks questions about 
the Oral History. Serious and sensible questions. And 
people who really know me and have known me from 
old are beginning to look at me in a different light. I’m 
not just that nut Joe Gould but that nut Joe Gould 
who may wind up being considered one of the great 
historians of all time. As great as Froissart. As great as 
John Aubrey. As great as Gibbon. I have even noticed 
a change in the Village radicals. One of them who has 
been cutting me dead for a long time spoke to me the 
other day. He was patronizing, but he spoke. ‘I know 
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that you don’t intend any such thing,’ he said, ‘but the 
Oral History may very well turn out to be a sort of X- 
ray of the soul of the bourgeoisie.’ ‘What makes you 
think you know what I don’t intend?’ I asked him. It 
may also interest you to learn that the countermen and 
waitresses in the Jefferson Diner have begun to kid 
around with me again. When I go in there now, they 
call me the Professor or the Sea Gull or Professor Sea 
Gull or the Mongoose or Professor Mongoose or the 
Bellevue Boy, just as they used to, and I don’t know 
why, but that pleases me. Sometimes, when they are 
kidding around, ignorant people like that have a kind 
of inspired audacity that is very cheerful and infec¬ 
tious. It lifts one’s spirits. Book ignorant, that is. On 
some matters, I wish I knew one-tenth as much as 
they know. I still make the rounds of the places on 
Sixth Avenue, but I have a new hangout—the Minetta 
Tavern, at the corner of Macdougal Street and Minetta 
Lane, in the Italian part of the Village. The Minetta is 
an old-fashioned neighborhood bar-and-restaurant that 
attracts a few tourists now and then. The proprietor 
wants to encourage this, and he and I have reached 
what you might call an unspoken agreement. I sit at a 
table in there from late in the afternoon until around 
nine, ten, or eleven at night and work on the Oral His¬ 
tory and give some Village atmosphere to the place. I 
am the resident bohemian, the house bohemian. In re¬ 
turn, he sees to it that I get the table-d’hote dinner free 
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of charge so long as I order spaghetti and meat balls or 
something like that for the main course, and if I have to 
I can get by on one meal a day. Also, there are always 
people around who will buy me a beer or a glass of 
wine or if my need is great a Martini. Also, while talk¬ 
ing to tourists and explaining the Oral History to them, 
I manage to pick up quite a few contributions to the 
Joe Gould Fund. . . 

That night after work, I put the letters to Gould in 
my pocket and went down to the Minetta Tavern. 
Gould was sitting at the most conspicuous table in the 
place—it was up front and across from the bar and visi¬ 
ble from the front window, on Macdougal Street, and 
from the side window, on Minetta Lane—and he was 
busily writing in a composition book. I gave him the 
letters, and he looked at them with suspicion. Then, 
after reading a few, he got into a state of excitement 
and began ripping them open and glancing through 
them and murmuring appreciatively to himself. All the 
letters were complimentary in one way or another. 
One was from a woman in Norwood who had been in 
his class in high school. It was written in pencil on 
ruled paper, it was six or seven pages long, it contained 
news about a number of people Gould said he had not 
heard of since he’d left home, and it was very friendly. 
Gould’s face shone as he read it. “Your old home is still 
one of the nicest-looking places in Norwood,” the 
woman wrote. “People my age and older call it the old 
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Dr. Gould house. It is now a rooming house for 
teachers and nurses and widows and women in gen¬ 
eral of the better class living alone. Do you recall Mrs. 
Annie Faulkner? She owns it and runs it. Her capacity 
is eighteen women. Inside it looks pretty much the 
same as when you lived there. Some of the furnishings 
are the same, such as that big tall mirror in the front 
hall with the gold cupids on it. If I remember right, 
you had some relatives living in Boston and other 
places in Massachusetts who were very well fixed, and 
sooner or later maybe one of them will leave you a 
little something and if this ever happens (and you 
know as well as I do such things do happen in widely 
related old families like yours full of old maiden aunts 
and cousins who might just as well leave it to you as to 
their dearly beloved old cats or dogs or the Christian 
Science Church the way they’re always doing it) why 
don’t you come on back up here and buy back the old 
house and live part of the year anyway in Norwood? I 
was very proud to read about the history book you are 
writing, and I heard others say the same, and someday I 
predict there will be a statue of you in Nor¬ 
wood. . . Several of the letter writers had en¬ 
closed dollar bills. “Buy yourself a drink on me,” they 
wrote, or something to that effect. One, a Harvard 
classmate, had enclosed a five-dollar bill. Another, a re¬ 
tired Navy officer, had enclosed a check for twenty- 
five dollars. The retired Navy officer wrote that he 
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spent a large part of his time sitting on the pier of a 
crab-picking plant near his home, in Annapolis, Mary¬ 
land, watching sea gulls and listening to them. “I love 
sea gulls very much the way you do,” he wrote, “and I 
sometimes feel that I, too, can understand their lan¬ 
guage.” 

I told Gould that I hoped he would write these peo¬ 
ple and thank them. 

“Write them!” he said. “I'm going to get busy to¬ 
night and try my best to start a correspondence with 
each and every one of them. Maybe I can persuade 
some of them to become regular contributors to the Joe 
Gould Fund.” 

Gould went over to the bar to show one of the let¬ 
ters to a man he knew who was standing there. The 
composition book in which he had been writing was 
lying open on the table, and I looked at it. On the first 
page, in big, careful capital letters, was “death of dr. 

CLARKE STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’s ORAL 

history.” I reflected that this was the fourth version of 
this chapter I had seen. When he returned, I said, “I 
see you’re still working on the chapter about your 
father’s death.” This made him irritable. “Is there any¬ 
thing wrong in that?” he asked. “The other night, I 
got into a discussion about this very thing with Maxwell 
Bodenheim and some other old bohemians in Goody’s. 
Max knows from perpetually looking over my shoulder 
that I’ve been working on my father’s death for years. 
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He knows I keep putting it aside and returning to it. 
And he was making fun of me for spending so much 
time on it. ‘Don’t tell me you’re still trying to bury 
your father,’ he said to me. Max himself has written a 
whole shelf of books—a whole shelf of novels, that is; a 
whole shelf of no-good novels; a whole shelf of long 
no-good novels—and he thinks that gives him the right 
to tell everybody else how to do. I told him that all I’m 
trying to do is write an account of the matter that will 
be a little masterpiece and last forever. That’s all. ‘Qual¬ 
ity,’ I told him, ‘not quantity.’ I told him that that little 
five-line poem I once wrote on the death of the Dial 
was worth more than all his claptrap novels put to¬ 
gether. ‘One five-line poem that’s perfect of its kind,’ I 
said, ‘is worth more than any number of huge, formless, 
shapeless books.’ ” 

The thought crossed my mind that this was an odd 
way for the author of a book as huge and formless and 
shapeless as the Oral History to be talking. 

I had taken the letters to Gould on a Monday night. 
On the following Wednesday morning, another letter 
arrived for him. I forwarded it to him at the Minetta 
Tavern. On Friday morning, four more letters arrived 
for him, and I decided to go by the Minetta that night 
on my way home and give them to him. Instead of 
which, shortly after lunch the receptionist stuck her 
head in my office and said that Gould was outside in 
the reception room and wanted to know if there was 
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any mail for him. My heart sank. Oh, God, I remember 
thinking, I’m in for it now. He’ll come in looking for 
letters practically every day from now on. And every 
time he comes in, he’ll talk and talk and talk. And he’ll 
keep on doing it, year in and year out, until I die or he 
dies. “Please send him in,” I said. He came into my 
office, and I gave him the letters, and he looked each 
one over, front and back. “I wrote to all those people 
who wrote to me, just as I said I would,” he said, “and 
these are the first replies.” 

“If you’re going to keep on writing to them,” I said, 
“wouldn’t it be better to use the Minetta Tavern as 
your mail address?” 

“If you don’t mind,” he said, his voice suddenly be¬ 
coming indignant, “I’ll continue to use The New 
Yorker as my address. The people at the Minetta are 
nice to me now, but they might get tired of me at any 
time and freeze me out, and if they did, I wouldn’t like 
to have to go back there inquiring about my mail.” 
Then he said something that brought me up short. 
“Look,” he said. “You’re the one who started all this. I 
didn’t seek you out. You sought me out. You wanted 
to write a story about me, and you did, and you’ll have 
to take the consequences.” 

“Please forgive me,” I said. “You’re right.” 

The next moment, Gould became conciliatory. “In 
other words,” he said, giggling, “if you lie down with 
dogs, you have to expect to get up with fleas.” 
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After that, just as I had feared, Gould started coming 
in frequently. He would come in two or three times a 
week, usually in the afternoon. When he was cold 
sober, Gould was shy—shy but desperate. He was a 
little like one of those men who are too shy to talk to 
strangers but not too shy to hold up a bank. If he was 
in this state when he came in, he would walk right past 
the receptionist and burst into my office without knock¬ 
ing and pick up his mail, if he had any, and collect a 
contribution to the Joe Gould Fund and snatch that 
morning’s Herald Tribune out of my wastebasket and 
be out and gone in a matter of minutes. If he had been 
drinking when he came in, he would sit down and talk, 
and I would have to drop everything and listen to him. 
I didn’t really mind this so much—in this state, he was 
apt to be full of whatever gossip was floating around 
at the moment in the barrooms and dumps of the Vil¬ 
lage, and I had developed a morbid interest in such gos¬ 
sip. Also, I could generally count on getting him out in 
half an hour or so. If he happened to be suffering from 
a hangover when he came in, however, my afternoon 
was shot. In this state, he was driven to talk, he was 
determined to talk, he would not be denied, and I 
would be lucky if I got him out in a hour and a half 
or two hours, or even three. He would sit on the edge 
of an old swivel chair in a comer of my office, his port¬ 
folio on his lap, his clothes smelling of the fumigants 
and disinfectants used in flophouses, rheumy-eyed, 



twitching, scratching, close to hysteria, and he would 
talk on and on and on. His subject was always the same 
—himself. And I would sit and listen to him and try my 
best to show some interest in what he was saying, and 
gradually my eyes would glaze over and my blood 
would turn to water and a kind of paralysis would set 
in. I was young then, and much more courteous to older 
people—and to everyone else, for that matter, as I look 
back on it—than I should have been. Also, I had not 
yet found out about time; I was still under the illusion 
that I had plenty of time—time for this, time for that, 
time for everything, time to waste. 

I kept hoping that Gould would talk himself out, but 
the months went by and he showed no sign of doing 
so. He continued to come in as often as ever. One after¬ 
noon in August, during one of his visits, I suddenly 
realized, to my dismay, that as time passed, talking to 
me was becoming more and more important to him, 
instead of less and less. After a little reflection, I 
thought I saw why this was so. It didn’t have much to 
do with me as a person. In fact, I don’t think that 
Gould particularly liked me. He once said that he 
couldn’t stand Southerners and that I was no exception, 
and although he was drunk when he said it, and apolo¬ 
gized later, he probably meant it at least as much as he 
didn’t mean it. It was simply that by listening to him 
for long sessions while I was working on the Profile— 
on one occasion for ten consecutive hours, on a couple 



of occasions for eight consecutive hours, on three or 
four occasions for six consecutive hours—and by con¬ 
tinuing to listen to him whenever he came in and in¬ 
sisted on talking, I had probably come to know more 
about his past than anybody else in the city and per¬ 
haps than anybody else in the world, and had become a 
kind of stand-in relative of his, or fellow ex-Nor- 
woodian. Despite the difference in our ages, when he 
talked to me he might have been talking to someone 
who had known him all his life. When he spoke of his 
Uncle Oscar, for example, he knew that I knew he was 
referring to his mother’s brother, Oscar Vroom, whom 
his mother virtually worshipped, and he knew that I 
knew what his father thought of Oscar Vroom and 
what Oscar Vroom thought of his father. When he 
mentioned various people he had known while he was 
growing up in Norwood, such as Mrs. Betty Allsopp, 
he knew that I knew the parts they had played in his 
life. (He believed that Mrs. Allsopp was responsible 
for the fact that he had had a great deal of dental trou¬ 
ble and had had to start wearing false teeth before he 
was thirty. Mrs. Allsopp was a family friend and lived 
across the street. She was a widow, she was his mother’s 
age, and she was small and delicate and pretty. One hot 
summer day when he was around fourteen, she invited 
him into her kitchen for a glass of lemonade and he 
tried to pull up her dress and she slapped him so hard, 
according to him, that she deadened the nerves of eight 
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of his teeth—four upper and four lower—and ruined 
his bite.) When he mentioned the Bigelow Block and 
the Folan Block and the Sanborn Block, he knew that I 
knew he was referring to store-and-office buildings 
that were landmarks in Norwood, and he knew that I 
was aware of some of the emotional connotations that 
their names had for him. When he spoke of Ed Good- 
bird or of Water Chief or of Ash-kob-dip, he knew 
that I knew he was referring to old Indians he had 
known in North Dakota, and he knew that I knew 
how much he admired each of them, and why. In his 
years in the Village, he had pursued a succession of 
women bohemians, most of whom had been would-be 
poets or would-be painters, and many of whom had 
been alcoholics or extreme eccentrics, or both, and sev¬ 
eral of whom had wound up in state mental hospitals, 
and when their names came into his talk he knew that I 
knew which ones had been responsive to him and 
which ones had been unresponsive and which ones not 
only had been unresponsive but had complained about 
him to the police. He had given behind-their-back nick¬ 
names to many people in the Village, and when he re¬ 
ferred to the Spitter or to the Nickel Snatcher or to 
Old Aunt Cousin Little Sister Susy Belle Susy Sue, he 
knew that I knew whom he meant. By knowing so 
much about his past, I had, in effect, I realized, become 
a part of his past. By talking to me, he could bring back 
his past, he could keep it alive. I realized also that there 
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was no getting away from the fact that the more he 
talked to me the more I would know about his past, 
and the more I knew about his past the more important 
talking to me would become to him. This scared me, 
and I set out deliberately to get him off my back and, if 
necessary, onto somebody else’s back as soon as possi¬ 
ble. 

The best way to do this, I decided, was to get an 
editor or a publisher interested in the Oral History. 
Gould had once told me that he had lugged armfuls of 
the Oral History into and out of fourteen publishing 
offices and had then given up trying to find a publisher 
for it. “Half of them said it was obscene and outra¬ 
geous and to get it out of there as quick as I could,” he 
said, “and the others said they couldn’t read my hand¬ 
writing.” I had an idea that Maxwell Perkins, the editor 
at Scribner’s who had worked with Thomas Wolfe, 
might possibly take an interest in Gould, and I called 
him first. His secretary said he was out of town. I told 
her a little about Gould and asked her if she thought 
Mr. Perkins would see him and have a talk with him. 
“No,” she said. “I don’t.” “Why?” I asked. “Mr. Gould 
has already been here,” she said. “He came in out of 
the blue one day not long ago and insisted on seeing 
Mr. Perkins. I saw him instead, and he gave me two 
perfectly filthy copybooks to give to Mr. Perkins, each 
containing a manuscript chapter of his history. He 
seemed to think he might be able to get a large advance 
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from Mr. Perkins on the strength of them. I spent most 
of the next day deciphering his handwriting and mak¬ 
ing copies of the chapters for Mr. Perkins to read. One 
chapter was about the death of his father, although it 
wandered all over the Western Hemisphere, and the 
other was something about Indians. Mr. Perkins read 
them and was not impressed. Some days later, Mr. 
Gould returned, and Mr. Perkins saw him and told him 
he was sorry but he couldn’t give him an advance, 
whereupon Mr. Gould became quite difficult. I don’t 
think Mr. Perkins would be at all eager to see him 
again.” 

A friend of mine named John Woodburn was an edi¬ 
tor at Harcourt, Brace, and I called him next. Wood- 
burn said that it had occurred to him several times that 
a representative selection of chapters from the Oral His¬ 
tory might make a book, and that he would like very 
much to have a talk with Gould, but that he was too 
busy. He was working day and night going over a man¬ 
uscript with a novelist who was leaving for Europe, he 
said, and he himself was supposed to leave on a business 
trip in a few days. Then, impulsively, he said that he 
would see Gould. “Ask him to come in at noon tomor¬ 
row,” he said. “I have a luncheon date that I’ve been 
looking forward to, but I’ll break it and have a sand¬ 
wich sent in, and we can talk for at least half an hour. I 
have a number of questions I’d like to ask him about 
the Oral History, and you never can tell—maybe some- 
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thing will come of it.” I telephoned Gould at the Mi- 
netta that night and told him about the appointment. 
He wanted to know if I knew anything about Har- 
court, Brace’s policy in regard to giving advances to 
authors against royalties and if so how much of an ad¬ 
vance should he ask for, and he also wanted to know if 
I had ever seen a Harcourt, Brace contract and if so did 
it stipulate that the total amount of the advance would 
be paid upon the signing of the contract between au¬ 
thor and publisher or did it stipulate that a certain per¬ 
centage would be paid upon the signing of the contract 
and the rest upon the delivery of the manuscript. I 
begged him not to talk to Woodbum about such things 
—it was entirely too early for that—but to spend the 
time describing the Oral History and answering Wood- 
burn’s questions. The next afternoon, Woodburn tele¬ 
phoned me. He was in a rage. Gould hadn’t shown up. 
That night, I went down to the Minetta and saw 
Gould and asked him what had happened. He said he 
had gone into a bookstore and picked out some Har¬ 
court, Brace books and looked them over and had come 
to the conclusion that Harcourt, Brace would not be 
the appropriate publishers for the Oral History and had 
decided not to keep the appointment. By the way he 
said “appropriate,” he strongly implied that he did not 
think Harcourt, Brace was good enough to publish the 
Oral History. “Oh, for God’s sake, Mr. Gould,” I said. 
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“Harcourt, Brace is one of the best publishing houses in 
the country, and you know it is.” 

I had another friend in the publishing business— 
Charles A. Pearce, of Duell, Sloan & Pearce—and a few 
days later I called him and discussed the matter with 
him. It turned out that he, also, had thought of the 
possibility of putting out a book of selections from the 
Oral History. “I’d like to have a talk with Gould and 
explore the idea,” Pearce said, “but I don’t want to 
make an appointment with him. If he broke an appoint¬ 
ment with Woodburn, he’d most likely do the same 
with me. Also, I’d prefer to have a casual talk with him, 
so he won’t start right away thinking about advances 
and royalty percentages and movie rights and North 
American serial rights and world-wide translation 
rights, and all that. Who does he think he is, anyway— 
Mary Roberts Rinehart? Suppose we do it this way. 
My office is only a few minutes from yours. The next 
time he comes in and sits down and it looks as if he’s 
going to stay a while, why don’t yo.u call me, and I’ll 
take a cab right up. I’ll make it appear that I just hap¬ 
pened to drop in.” At that time, Pearce’s firm was at 
270 Madison Avenue, which is on the northwest corner 
of Madison Avenue and Thirty-ninth Street, and the 
distance from his office to mine was only four blocks 
up and one and a half over. On Friday afternoon, Sep¬ 
tember 3, 1943, around three o’clock, Gould showed 



up in my office. He said that he had lost his fountain 
pen and that he wanted me to make a contribution to 
the Joe Gould Fund so he could buy a new one. He 
also needed some composition books, he said. Then he 
sat down in the swivel chair and began talking. He had 
a hangover, but it didn’t seem to be a particularly bad 
one; that is, he was unduly talkative but he wasn’t 
unduly incoherent. I excused myself and went into the 
next office and telephoned Pearce. Twenty minutes 
later, Pearce put his head in my door and said he had 
happened to be in the neighborhood and thought he’d 
drop in and say hello. “Please come in,” I said, and I 
introduced him to Gould. 

Pearce and Gould talked for a few minutes about a 
Village poet they both knew, and then Pearce said that 
he had been hearing about the Oral History for years 
and would like to read some of it. 

“ ‘Some of it’!” said Gould. “Everybody wants to 
read ‘some of it.’ Nobody wants to just read it. From 
now on, I’m not going to let anybody read some of it. 
They’ll read all of it or none of it.” 

“Well,” Pearce said, “I’ll do that. It may take me a 
long time, but if you’ll bring it to my office or tell me 
where to go and get it, I’ll make a start today or tomor¬ 
row.” 

“It’s entirely too bulky,” Gould said. 

“Bring it in a litde at a time,” said Pearce. “When I 
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finish reading one batch, I’ll drop you a line and you 
can bring in another. I’ve often worked that way with 
authors of long books.” 

“It’s stored in a place out on Long Island that’s hard 
to get to,” Gould said. 

“We could hire a car over at Carey’s limousine serv¬ 
ice, at Grand Central,” Pearce said, “and drive out and get 
it. If you aren’t too busy, we could drive out right now.” 

“I don’t want to bring it back into New York City,” 
Gould said. “I don’t think it would be safe here. I don’t 
think anything is safe here. I expect the whole place to 
go up in smoke any day now.” 

“We have some fireproof cabinets in the office that 
we keep manuscripts in,” Pearce said, “and you could 
store it in one of them. We also have a big fireproof 
safe that we keep contracts in, and other important 
papers, and you could store it in there.” 

“What’s the use?” said Gould, “After you got it, you 
probably couldn’t read my handwriting.” 

“That’s no problem,” said Pearce. “We have a secre¬ 
tary in our office who’s a wizard at reading hard-to- 
read handwriting. She prides herself on it. You could 
come in for a day or two and sit down beside her and 
help her until she got the hang of your handwriting, 
and then she could type up some chapters from various 
sections, and then, eventually, maybe we could publish 
a book of selections from the Oral History.” 
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“No, indeed!” said Gould. “Absolutely not! It has to 
be published in its entirety. All or nothing.” 

“Well, now,” said Pearce, “unless you let me read it 
—and you really don’t seem to want me to—how can I 
tell if it’s feasible to publish it in its entirety?” 

Gould took a deep breath. “I’ve always been re¬ 
solved in the back of my mind that the Oral History 
would be published posthumously,” he said, “and I’m 
going to stick to that.” He hesitated a moment. “There 
are revelations in it,” he continued, “that I don’t want 
the world to know until after I’m dead.” 

This stopped Pearce. He and Gould talked for a few 
minutes about things unrelated to the Oral History, 
and then he said he had to be running along. 

“If you ever change your mind,” he said to Gould, 
“please give me a ring.” 

Gould gazed at him morosely and said nothing. 

I was exasperated. As soon as Pearce was out of the 
room, I turned on Gould. “You told me you lugged 
armfuls of the Oral History into and out of fourteen 
publishing offices,” I said. “Why in hell did you do that 
and go to all that trouble if you’ve always been re¬ 
solved in the back of your mind that it would be pub¬ 
lished posthumously? I’m beginning to believe,” I went 
on, “that the Oral History doesn’t exist.” This remark 
came from my unconscious, and I was barely aware of 
the meaning of what I was saying—I was simply get¬ 
ting rid of my anger—but the next moment, glancing 
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at Gould’s face, I knew as well as I knew anything that 
I had blundered upon the truth about the Oral History. 

“My God!” I said. “It doesn’t exist.” I was appalled, i 
“There isn’t any such thing as the Oral History,” I 
said. “It doesn’t exist.” 

I stared at Gould, and Gould stared at me. His face 
was expressionless. 

“The woman who owns the duck-and-chicken farm 
doesn’t exist,” I said. “And her brother who had the 
stroke doesn’t exist. And her niece doesn’t exist. And 
the Polish farmer and his wife who look after the ducks 
and chickens don’t exist. And the ducks and chickens 
don’t exist. And the cellar that the Oral History is 
stored in doesn’t exist. And the Oral History doesn’t 
exist.” 

Gould got up and went over to the window and 
stood there looking out, with his back to me. 

“It exists in your mind, I guess,” I said, recovering a 
little from my surprise, “but you’ve always been too 
lazy to write it down. All that really exists is those so- 
called essay chapters. That’s all you’ve been doing all 
through the years—writing new versions of those 
chapters about the death of your father and the death 
of your mother and the dread tomato habit and the 
Indians out in North Dakota and maybe a dozen others 
or a couple of dozen others, and correcting them and 
revising them and tearing them up and starting all over 
again.” 



Gould turned and faced me and said something, but 
his voice was low and indistinct. If I heard him right— 
and I have often wondered if I did hear him right—he 
said, “It’s not a question of laziness.” Then, evidently 
deciding not to say any more, he turned his back on me 
again. 

At that moment, one of the editors knocked on the 
door and came in with proofs of a story of mine. He 
said that some last-minute changes were having to be 
made in a story that had been scheduled to run in the 
next issue, and that because there might not be time 
enough to complete them, my story had been tenta¬ 
tively scheduled to run in its place, and that he would 
like to go over the proofs with me. 

“Does it have to be done right now?” I asked. 

“Well, as you might gather,” he said, rather sharply, 
“we’re kind of in a hurry.” 

I saw that I couldn’t very well put this off, and I 
asked Gould if he would mind waiting in the reception 
room until I got through. He picked up his portfolio 
and went over and stood at the door. “No,” he said, “I 
don’t think I’ll wait. I think I’ll go on back downtown. 
The only reason I came up here today was to ask you 
for a contribution.” I said that I would give him the 
contribution but that I wanted to ask him some ques¬ 
tions about the Oral History first and that I hoped he 
would wait. He mumbled something and started down 
the hall toward the reception room. 
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The proofs took around half an hour. The second I 
got through with them, I went out to the reception 
room. Gould wasn’t there. The receptionist said he had 
sat there for five minutes or so and had then left with¬ 
out saying a word. Well, anyway, I thought, I’ve got 
him off my back. God knows this wasn't the way I 
intended to do it, but I’ve probably got him off my 
back for good. 

I returned to my office and sat down and propped 
my elbows on my desk and put my head in my hands. I 
have always deeply disliked seeing anyone shown up or 
found out or caught in a lie or caught red-handed 
doing anything, and now, with time to think things 
over, I began to feel ashamed of myself for the way I 
had lost my temper and pounced on Gould. My anger 
began to die down, and I began to feel depressed.jjLhad 
been duped by Gould—I didn’t think there was much 
doubt about that—and so had countless others through 
the years. He had led me up the garden path, just as he 
had led countless others up the garden path. However, 
I had thought about the matter only a short while be¬ 
fore I came to the conclusion that he hadn’t been talk¬ 
ing about the Oral History all those years and making 
large statements about its length and its bulk and its 
importance to posterity and comparing it to such 
works as “The History of the Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire” only in order to dupe people like me 
but also in order to dupe himself. He must have found 
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out long ago that he didn’t have the genius or the 
talent, or maybe the self-confidence or the industry or 
the determination, to bring off a work as huge and 
grand as he had envisioned, and fallen back on writing 
those so-called essay chapters. Writing them and rewrit¬ 
ing them. And, either because he was too lazy or be¬ 
cause he was too much of a perfectionist, he hadn’t 
been able to finish even them. Still, a large part of the 
time he very likely went around believing in some 
hazy, self-deceiving, self-protecting way that the Oral 
History did exist—oral chapters as well as essay 
chapters. The oral part of it might not exactly be down 
on paper, but he had it all in his head, and any day now 
he was going to start getting it down. 

It was easy for me to see how this could be, for it 
reminded me of a novel that I had once intended to 
^ write^I was twenty-four years old at the time and had 
just come under the spell of Joyce’s “Ulysses.” My 
^ novel was to be “about” New York City. It was also to 
be about a day and a night in the life of a young re¬ 
porter in New York City. He is a Southerner, and a 
good deal of the time he is homesick for the South. He 
thinks of himself as an exile from the South. He had 
once been a believer, a believing Baptist, and is now an 
unbeliever. Nevertheless, he is still inclined to see things 
in religious terms, and he often sees the city as a kind of 
Hell, a Gehenna. He is in love with a Scandinavian girl 
he has met in the city, and she is so different from the 
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girls he had known in the South that she seems mysteri¬ 
ous to him, just as the city seems mysterious; the girl 
and the city are all mixed up in his mind. It is his day off. 
He has breakfast in a restaurant in Fulton Fish Market, 
and then starts poking around the parts of the city that 
he knows best, gradually going uptown. As he 
wanders, he encounters and reencounters men and 
women who seem to him to represent various aspects 
of the city. He goes up Fulton Street and walks among 
the gravestones in St. Paul’s churchyard, and then goes 
to certain streets on the lower East Side, and then to 
certain streets in the Village, and then to the theatrical 
district, and then to Harlem. Late at night, on Lenox 
Avenue, he joins a little group of men and women, some 
white and some Negro, who have just come out of a 
night club and are standing in a circle around an old 
Negro street preacher. He had seen the old man earlier, 
preaching at a street corner in the theatrical district, but 
had not listened to him. Now he listens. The old man is 
worldly wise and uses up-to-date New York City slang 
and catch phrases, but he also uses a good many old- 
fashioned Southern expressions, the kind that are mostly 
used by country people, and the young reporter realizes 
that the old man is also a Southerner, and, like himself, 
a country Southerner. His sermon is apocalyptic. There 
are fearful warnings and prophecies in it, and there are 
phrases snatched from bloody old Baptist hymns, and 
there are many references to Biblical beasts and fruits 
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and flowers—to the wild goats of the rocks and to the 
pomegranates in the Song of Solomon and to the lilies of 
the Held that toil not, neither do they spin. The old ser¬ 
pent is in it, and the Great Whore of Babylon, and the 
burning bush. Like the Baptist preachers the young re¬ 
porter had listened to and struggled to understand in his 
childhood, the old man sees meanings behind meanings, 
or thinks he does, and tries his best to tell what things 
“stand for.” “Pomegranates are about the size and shape 
of large oranges or small grapefruits, only their skins 
are red,” he says, cupping his hands in the air and speak¬ 
ing with such exactitude that it is obvious he had had 
first-hand knowledge of pomegranates long ago in the 
South. “They’re filled with fat little seeds, and those fat 
little seeds are filled with juice as red as blood. When 
they get ripe, they’re so swollen with those juicy red 
seeds that they gap open and some of the seeds spill 
out. And now I’ll tell you what pomegranates stand 
for. They stand for the resurrection. The resurrection 
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ and your resurrec¬ 
tion and my resurrection. Resurrection in particular 
and resurrection in general. All seeds stand for resurrec¬ 
tion and all eggs stand for resurrection. The Easter egg 
stands for resurrection. So do the eggs in the English 
sparrow’s nest up under the eaves in the ‘L’ station. So 
does the egg you have for breakfast. So does the caviar 
the rich people eat. So does shad roe.” The young re¬ 
porter intends to stay for only a few minutes, but he is 
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held fast by the old man’s rhetoric. Even though he 
feels that he has heard it all before a hundred times, he 
is enthralled by it. The old man reminds him of the 
Fundamentalist evangelists who were powerful in the 
South while he was growing up and who went from 
town to town holding revival meetings in big tents. He 
had hated and feared these evangelists—their reputa¬ 
tions were based on the hideousness of their descrip¬ 
tions of Hell; the more hideous the description and the 
wilder the sermon, the better the evangelist was con¬ 
sidered to be—but nevertheless they had left him with 
a lasting liking for the cryptic and the ambiguous and 
the incantatory and the disconnected and the extrava¬ 
gant and the oracular and the apocalyptic. He finds 
himself drawing oblique conclusions from the old 
man’s statements in order to make them have some bear¬ 
ing on his own spiritual state. “All you have to do,” the 
old man says, “is open your eyes and see the light, the 
blessed gospel light, and you can enter into a new time. 
You can enter into it and live in it and dwell in it and 
reside in it and have your being in it. You can live in 
the three times in one time. At one and the same time, 
believing in Him, you can live in the time gone by, you 
can live in the time to come, and you can live in the 
now, the here and now.” As the young reporter listens, 
it dawns on him that it is not the South that he longs 
for but the past, the South’s past and his own past, 
neither of which, in the way that he has been driven 
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by homesickness to think of them, ever really existed, 
and that it is time for him to move out of the time gone 
by and into the here and now—it is time for him to 
grow up. When the sermon is over, he goes back down¬ 
town feeling that the old man has set him free, and that 
he is now a citizen of the city and a citizen of the 
world. 

I had thought about this novel for over a year. When¬ 
ever I had nothing else to do, I would automatically 
start writing it in my mind. Sometimes, in the course of 
a subway ride, I would write three or four chapters. 
Almost every day, I would discard a few characters 
and invent a few new ones. But the truth is, I never 
actually wrote a word of it. Time passed, and I got 
caught up in other matters. Even so, for several years I 
frequently daydreamed about it, and in those day¬ 
dreams I had finished writing it and it had been pub¬ 
lished and I could see it. I could see its title page. I 
could see its binding, which was green with gold letter¬ 
ing. These recollections filled me with almost unbeara¬ 
ble embarrassment, and I began to feel more and more 
sympathetic to Gould. 

Suppose he had written the Oral History, I 
reflected; it probably wouldn’t have been the great 
book he had gone up and down the highways and by¬ 
ways prophesying it would be at all—great books, even 
halfway great books, even good books, even halfway 
good books, being so exceedingly rare. It probably 
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would have been, at best, only a curiosity. A few years 
after it came out, copies of it would have choked the 
“Curiosa” shelves in every second-hand bookstore in 
the country. Anyway, I decided, if there was anything 
the human race had a sufficiency of, a sufficiency and a 
surfeit, it was books. When I thought of the cataracts 
of books, the Niagaras of books, the rushing rivers of 
books, the oceans of books, the tons and truckloads and 
trainloads of books that were pouring off the presses of 
the world at that moment, only a very few of which 
would be worth picking up and looking at, let alone 
reading, I began to feel that it was admirable that he 
hadn't written it. One less book to clutter up the 
world. One less book to take up space and catch dust 
and go unread from bookstores to homes to second¬ 
hand bookstores and junk stores and thrift shops to still 
other homes to still other second-hand bookstores and 
junk stores and thrift shops to still other homes ad 
infinitum. 3^ 

I suddenly felt a surge of genuine respect for Gould. 
He had declined to stay in Norwood and live out his 
life as Pee Wee Gould, the town fool. If he had to play 
the fool, he would do it on a larger stage, before a 
friendlier audience. He had come to Greenwich Village 
and had found a mask for himself, and he had put it on 
and kept it on. The Eccentric Author of a Great, Mys¬ 
terious, Unpublished Book—that was his mask. And, 
hiding behind it, he had created a character a good deal 




more complicated, it seemed to me, than most of the 
characters created by the novelists and playwrights of 
his time. I thought of the variety of ways he had seen 
himself through the years and of the variety of ways 
others had seen him. There was the way the principal 
of the school in Norwood had seen him—a disgusting 
little bastard. There was the way Ezra Pound had seen 
him—a native hickory. There was the way the 
know-it-all Village radical had seen him—a reactionary 
parasite. There were a great many of these aspects, and 
I began to go over them in my mind. He was the catar¬ 
rhal child, he was the son who knows that he has disap¬ 
pointed his father, he was the runt, the shrimp, the 
peanut, the half-pint, the tadpole, he was Joe Gould 
the poet, he was Joe Gould the historian, he was Joe 
Gould the wild Chippewa Indian dancer, he was Joe 
Gould the greatest authority in the world on the lan¬ 
guage of the sea gull, he was the banished man, he was 
the perfect example of the solitary nocturnal wanderer, 
he was the little rat, he was the one and only member 
of the Joe Gould Party, he was the house bohemian of 
the Minetta Tavern, he was the Professor, he was the 
Sea Gull, he was Professor Sea Gull, he was the Mon¬ 
goose, he was Professor Mongoose, he was the Bellevue 
Boy. 

I was still adding to the list when the receptionist 
cracked my door open and put her head in. “Mr. 
Gould has just come back,” she said. “He was down at 
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the lunch counter in the lobby all this time, having 
coffee.” 

“Bring him right in,” I said. Then, for some reason— 
perhaps because of my new-found respect for Gould— 
I changed my mind. “No, don’t,” I said. “I’ll go out 
myself and bring him in.” 

I stood up, and as I did so, a thought entered my 
mind that caused me to sit back down. If I asked Gould 
the questions I had planned to ask him, I suddenly real¬ 
ized, and if he came right out and admitted that the 
Oral History did not exist—that it was indeed a mare’s- 
nest—I might be put in the position of having to do 
something about it. I might very well be forced to un¬ 
mask him. I found this thought painful. The Oral His¬ 
tory was his life preserver, his only way of keeping 
afloat, and I didn’t want to see him drown. I didn’t 
want to blow the whistle on him. I didn’t want to tear 
up his meal ticket, so to speak, or break his rice bowl. I 
didn’t want to have to take any kind of stand on the 
matter at all. He wasn’t harming anybody. He lived off 
his friends, it was true, but only off crumbs from their 
tables. Given a long life, he might yet write the Oral 
History. It would be better for me to leave things the 
way they were—up in the air. This was probably cow¬ 
ardly, but if it was, so it was. I was thankful now that 
when I pounced on him he hadn’t admitted anything 
he hadn’t said yea, he hadn’t said nay, he had said 
merely that it wasn’t a question of laziness. And there 
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was no law that said I had to ask him questions and try 
to trip him up and pin him down and worm the pure 
truth out of him. Suppose he chose to deny everything, 
and suppose he turned on me and denounced me, leav¬ 
ing it up to me to make the next move. I might be 
pretty close to certain of this, that, and the other, but I 
might have a hell of a time proving it. While I was 
trying to make up my mind what to do, Gould walked 
in, not bothering to knock. 

“Are you going to give me the contribution?” he 
asked. 

“Yes, I am,” I said. 

I gave him the money he wanted. He didn’t thank 
me but said what he usually said when someone gave 
him a contribution to the Joe Gould Fund—“This will 
come in handy.” Then he went over and sat in the 
swivel chair and put his portfolio on the floor at his 
feet. “You said you had some questions you wanted to 
ask me,” he said. 

“I did have,” I said, “but I don’t now. There were 
some things I thought I wanted to know, but I guess I 
really don’t. Let’s just forget it.” 

A look of relief appeared on Gould’s face. Then, to 
my surprise, seeming to sense that I didn’t intend to go 
one bit further into the matter, he looked disappointed. 
I could see from his expression that he wanted very 
much to confide in me—it was that half-noble, half-fat¬ 
uous expression that people put on when they have de- 
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cided to bare their souls—and once again my attitude 
toward him changed. I became disgusted with him. I 
was doing my best to keep from unmasking him, and 
here he was doing his best to unmask himself. “Oh, for 
God’s sake,” I felt like saying to him. “Don’t lose your 
nerve now and start confessing and confiding. If 
you’ve pretended this long, the only decent thing you 
can do is to keep right on pretending as long as you 
live, no matter what happens.” Instead, I said, “Please 
forgive me, but you really must excuse me now. It’s get¬ 
ting late and I have some things I have to do.” 

This gave him the right to be huffy. “Oh,” he said, 
“I’m ready to go. I’ve been ready to go for what seems 
like hours, but you held me up. After all, I’ve got 
things to do myself.” 

He picked up his portfolio and walked out without 
saying goodbye. 

For quite a while after that, Gould distrusted me. He 
continued to come to see me, but nowhere near as 
often and never just to talk. He came only when he 
wanted a contribution to the Joe Gould Fund, and 
only, I suspect, when he was stony broke and couldn’t 
run down any of his old reliables. He walked in and 
asked for what he wanted in as few words as possible 
and got it or some part of it and then stood around 
awkwardly for a few minutes and then hurried off. Al¬ 
though he continued to use The New Yorker as his 
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mail address, he stopped asking for his letters the mo¬ 
ment he came in, and, to preserve his dignity, waited for 
me to give them to him. Hoping to make things easier 
for him, I began forwarding letters to him at the Mi- 
netta. However, as an excuse to see how he was getting 
along, I would occasionally let a few accumulate and 
then go by the Minetta and give them to him. The first 
few times I did this, I behaved as if nothing had hap¬ 
pened, and sat down at his table as I always had, no mat¬ 
ter whether he was alone or others were there, but I 
soon found that if others were there my presence made 
him ill at ease. If someone asked him something about 
the Oral History, or even brought it into the conversa¬ 
tion, he would glance at me uneasily and try to change 
the subject. I think he was afraid that at any moment I 
might stand up and announce that there was no such 
thing as the Oral History, that it was all imagination 
and lies. I made him self-conscious; I got in his way; I 
cramped his style. From then on, I never sat down with 
him unless he was alone. If others sat down, I would 
look at my watch, and pretend to be surprised at how 
late it was, and leave. Then, one evening, Gould sud¬ 
denly became his old self again. I was sitting at his table 
when a couple of tourists, a man and his wife, came 
over from the bar and asked him a question about the 
Oral History. Without glancing at me and without any 
hesitation, he started describing the Oral History for 
them, and in no time at all was comparing himself to 
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Gibbon—speaking of what he called “the fortunate im¬ 
mediacy” of his position in relation to New York City 
as contrasted with what he called “the unfortunate re¬ 
moteness” of Gibbon’s position in relation to the Ro¬ 
man Empire. I was greatly relieved to hear him talking 
like this, not only because I could see that he had got 
over his distrust of me but also because I could see that 
he had got his mask firmly back in place. Furthermore, 
I couldn’t help admiring his spirit. He was like some 
down-on-his-luck but still buoyant old confidence 
man. He put his heart into his act. Right before my 
eyes, he changed from a bummy-looking little red¬ 
eyed wreck of a barfly into an illustrious historian. 
And the most he could hope to get out of the tourists 
was a few drinks and a dollar or two. 


IV 

In the spring of the next year—the spring of 1944 
—a chance encounter that Gould had with an old 
acquaintance set some things in motion that made life 
easier for him for a while. Around eight o’clock one 
morning early in May, he left the Hotel Defender, at 
300 Bowery, where he had spent the night, and started 
out on his daily round of soliciting contributions to the 
Joe Gould Fund. He was hungry, and he was suffering 
from a hangover, a bad case of conjunctivitis, and a bad 
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cold. He intended to go first to the subway station at 
Sheridan Square and stand for an hour or so near the 
uptown entrance and waylay friends and acquaintances 
hurrying to work. On the way over, trying to pull him¬ 
self together, he sat down on the steps of a tenement in 
one of the pushcart blocks on Bleecker Street. He 
threw his head back and started squirting some eye 
drops in his eyes, and at that moment a woman named 
Mrs. Sarah Ostrowsky Berman, who had come down to 
the pushcarts from her apartment on Union Square to 
buy some of the small, sweet Italian onions called cipol- 
lini, caught sight of him and impulsively went over and 
sat down beside him. Mrs. Berman was the wife of Levi 
Berman, the Yiddish poet, and she was a painter. She 
had come here from Russia when she was a girl, and 
while making a living sewing in sweatshops she had 
taught herself to paint. Although her paintings were 
awkward, they were imaginative and they had a halluci¬ 
natory quality, and they had been admired and highly 
praised by a number of people in the art world. She 
was a gentle, self-effacing woman, and somewhat other¬ 
worldly, and she was maternal but childless. She had 
often run into Gould at parties in the Village in the 
late twenties and early thirties and had had several long 
talks with him, but she had not seen him for years, and 
she was shocked by the changes that had taken place in 
him. She asked him how he was getting along on the 
Oral History, and he groaned and shook his head and 
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indicated that he didn’t have the strength right then to 
talk about the Oral History. She asked him about his 
health, and he pulled up his pants legs and showed her 
some sores that had recently appeared on his legs. Mrs. 
Berman got a cab and took him to her apartment. She 
made some breakfast for him. She washed his feet and 
legs and put some medicine on his sores. She gave him 
some clean socks and a pair of her husband’s old shoes. 
She gave him some money. Then, after he had gone, 
she sat down and made a list of all the people she knew 
who had known Gould in the period in which she had 
known him, including some who had moved to other 
parts of the country or to Europe, and she spent the 
rest of the day writing impassioned letters to them. 

“Joe Gould is in bad shape,” she wrote in one of 
these letters. “He is using up time and energy he should 
be devoting to the Oral History running around all 
over town getting together enough dimes and quarters 
for the bare necessities, and it is killing him. I have 
always felt that the city’s unconscious may be trying to 
speak to us through Joe Gould. And that the people 
who have gone underground in the city may be trying 
to speak to us through him. And that the city’s living 
dead may be trying to speak to us through him. People 
who never belonged anyplace from the beginning. Peo¬ 
ple sitting in those terrible dark barrooms. Poor old 
men and women sitting on park benches, hurt and bit¬ 
ter and crazy—the ones who never got their share, the 
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ones who were always left out, the ones who were 
never asked. Sitting there and dreaming of killing 
everybody that passes by, even the little children. But 
there is a great danger that Joe Gould may never finish 
the Oral History and that those anonymous voices may 
never speak to us. Something must be done about him 
at once. If it isn’t, some morning soon he and a part of 
us will be found dead on the Bowery. . . 

Among the people Mrs. Berman wrote to were two 
old friends of hers who had once been married to each 
other and had been divorced—Erika Feist and John 
Rothschild. Miss Feist was a German-born woman who 
had come here in the early twenties and had become a 
painter. Rothschild was a New Englander who had 
roomed with Malcolm Cowley for a while at Harvard 
and had got acquainted with Gould at a party in the 
Village soon after coming to New York City to make a 
living, and had been contributing to the Joe Gould 
Fund ever since. He was the director of a travel agency 
called The Open Road, Inc. One night a week or so 
later, Mrs. Berman received a long-distance call from 
Miss Feist, who, after her divorce, had moved from a 
studio in the Village to a farm in Bucks County, 
Pennsylvania. Miss Feist said that while she was mar¬ 
ried to Rothschild she had got to know and respect an 
old friend of his, a very reserved and very busy profes¬ 
sional woman who was a member of a rich Middle 
Western family and had inherited a fortune and who 
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sometimes anonymously helped needy artists and intel¬ 
lectuals, and that she had spoken to this woman about 
Gould. Independently of her, she said, Rothschild had 
also spoken to the woman about Gould. Miss Feist said 
that the woman had agreed to help Gould to the 
extent of sixty dollars a month. There were two condi¬ 
tions. First, Gould must never be told who the woman 
was or anything about her that might enable him to 
find out who she was. Second, some discreet and re¬ 
sponsible person in New York City who knew Gould 
would have to receive the checks from the woman— 
they would come once a month—and disburse the 
money, passing it on to Gould in weekly installments 
and seeing to it that he spent it on room and board and 
not on liquor. It would have to be someone Gould re¬ 
spected and would heed. When Mrs. Berman heard 
this, she said, “Someone like Vivian Marquie,” and Miss 
Feist said, “Yes, exactly.” Mrs. Vivian Marquie was an 
old friend of Gould’s and the proprietor of an art gal¬ 
lery on Fifty-seventh Street called the Marquie Gallery. 
As a young woman, she had been a social worker and 
had lived in the Village. She had met Gould at a party 
in 1925 or 1926 and had been helping him ever since. In 
recent years, she had been providing him with most of 
his clothes; she knew several men who were close to 
him in size, and she kept after them, and every now 
and then they gave her some of their old suits and 
shirts to give to him. He went to her gallery a couple 
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of times a week for contributions to the Joe Gould 
Fund. 

The following day, Miss Feist telephoned Mrs. Mar¬ 
quie at her gallery and explained the situation. Mrs. 
Marquie said that she herself had been worried about 
Gould and that she would be glad to handle the money 
and make it go as far as possible. Mrs. Marquie’s 
maiden name was Ward, and she was a native of Law¬ 
rence, Long Island. Her husband, Elie-Paul Marquie, 
was a Frenchman. He was an engraver and etcher, and 
he was also a gourmet and an amateur chef. Through 
him she had become acquainted with a good many 
French people in the restaurant business. One of these 
was a man named Henri Gerard, who operated three 
rooming houses on West Thirty-third Street, between 
Eighth and Ninth Avenues, just across the street from 
the General Post Office, that were known collectively 
as the Maison Gerard. They were old brownstones, 
and their numbers were 311, 313, and 317. In the base¬ 
ment of No. 311, he ran an unusually inexpensive res¬ 
taurant that was also known as the Maison Gerard. 
Mrs. Marquie had a talk with Gerard about Gould. 
Gerard was used to the problems of people who had to 
get by on very little; most of his tenants were in that 
category. He said that for sixty dollars a month he 
could give Gould room and board and also see to it 
that he had a little left over for such things as cigarettes 
and carfare. His room would cost him three dollars a 
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week, and he could get breakfasts for twenty-five 
cents, lunches for fifty cents, and dinners for fifty 
cents. Mrs. Marquie agreed to send Gerard a check at 
the end of each week covering Gould’s approximate 
expenses, and Gerard agreed to deduct what Gould 
owed from the check, and give him whatever was left 
over in cash. If he skipped a meal, he wouldn’t be 
charged for it. If he skipped what seemed to be an un¬ 
due number of meals, Gerard would let Mrs. Marquie 
know, in case he might be going without them in order 
to have some money to spend on liquor. Before the 
week was out, Gould was installed in a room on the 
fifth floor, which was the attic floor, of No. 313. In 
the days when brownstone houses of this kind were 
private houses, all the rooms on this floor had been 
maids’ rooms, and Gould’s room had obviously been 
the one that was customarily occupied by the newest, 
greenest maid. It was around behind the banisters at the 
top of the stairwell, it had a skylight instead of a win¬ 
dow, and it was just big enough for a bed, a chair, a 
table, and a dresser. 

At first, Gould wasn’t able to get much pleasure out 
of living at the Maison Gerard or out of anything else 
connected with his new way of life, for the mystery of 
the identity of his patron tormented him. It was all he 
could think about. For a while, he turned up at Mrs. 
Marquie’s gallery at least once a day, and sometimes as 
often as three or four times a day, and asked her seem- 
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ingly innocent questions in an effort to trick her into 
giving him some clue. She begged him to stop it, but he 
couldn’t. The speculation that seemed most likely to 
him was that it was someone who had been in his class 
at Harvard, and Mrs. Marquie encouraged him to be¬ 
lieve this. Then, one day, instead of using the phrase 
“your patron,” she forgot herself and used the word 
“she,” and that inflamed Gould’s imagination. He 
spent every afternoon for a couple of weeks going 
through newspaper files in the Public Library and 
searching for information about rich women in general 
and rich women who were patrons of the arts in par¬ 
ticular, but he wasn’t able to find any clues. His mind 
was dominated for several days by the idea that the 
woman might somehow be one or the other of two 
well-to-do old spinster sisters who were cousins of his 
and lived together in Boston. He had always been afraid 
of them, and he hadn’t seen or heard of them since a 
few years after he got out of Harvard, when he had 
asked them to lend him some money with which to 
revisit the Indian reservations in North Dakota and 
they had refused. However, he finally got up his nerve 
and called them collect. One of them accepted the call 
and listened to him for about a minute while he tried in 
a roundabout way to find out what he wanted to 
know, and then interrupted him and said that she 
couldn’t imagine what he was leading up to but that, 
whatever it was, she didn’t want to hear it and that if 
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he ever called her or her sister again she would put the 
police on him. Two or three nights later, lying in bed 
unable to sleep, he recalled an elderly woman, reputed 
to be very rich, whom he had once met at a party on 
Washington Square and with whom he had had a pleas¬ 
ant conversation about Edgar Allan Poe, and he de¬ 
cided that she might be the woman. In the morning, 
after a chain of telephone calls, he found out that she 
was dead. Next, he got it in his head that it might be 
some woman who had become interested in him 
through reading the Profile and that I knew who she 
was, and he came to me and asked me for her name. He 
demanded her name. Years later, quite by chance, I did 
find out who the woman was, and went to see her and 
had a talk with her, but at that time I didn’t know who 
she was, and I told Gould so. He went away uncon¬ 
vinced and returned a few days later with a long letter 
that he had written to the woman. He wanted me to 
read it and send it on to her. The letter had a preamble, 
all in capitals, which read, “a respectful communica¬ 
tion FROM JOE GOULD TO HIS UNKNOWN PATRON (WHO 
WILL BE CHERISHED BY POSTERITY FOR HER GENEROSITY 
TO THE AUTHOR OF THE ORAL HISTORY WHETHER SHE 
CHOOSES TO REMAIN ANONYMOUS OR NOT) PROPOSING 
THAT INSTEAD OF 60 DOLLARS MONTHLY SHE GIVE HIM A 
LUMP SUM OF 720 DOLLARS YEARLY THE PRINCIPAL 
ARGUMENT BEING THAT THIS WOULD PERMIT HIM TO GO 
ABROAD AND LIVE IN FRANCE OR ITALY WHERE BY EXER- 
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CISING A LITTLE PRUDENCE WHICH HE IS FULLY PREPARED 
TO DO THE MONEY WOULD GO TWICE AS FAR.” It Seemed 

to me that Gould’s purpose in writing this letter was to 
provoke the woman into some kind of communication 
with him, no matter what, and this alarmed me. I urged 
him to tear the letter up and forget about lump sums 
and living abroad, and all the rest of it, or the woman 
might hear that he was already complaining and get an¬ 
noyed and cut the money off. If he went ahead and 
finished the Oral History, or at least got some work 
done on it, I said, maybe she would come forth and 
make herself known to him. He told me to stop giving 
him advice; he could handle his own affairs. Then, a 
moment later, an agonized look appeared on his face and 
he exclaimed, “I’d almost rather know who she is than 
have the money!” He stopped talking until he had got 
control of himself. “How would you feel,” he went on 
presendy, “if you knew that somewhere out in the 
world there was a woman who cared enough about 
you not to want you to starve to death but at the same 
time for some reason of her own didn’t want to have 
anything to do with you and didn’t even want you to 
know who she was?” He watched me craftily. “A 
woman who had an illegitimate baby when she was 
young and hated the father of it and let it be adopted 
might behave that way,” he said, “if she got to be old 
and rich and respectable and suddenly found out by 
reading a Profile in The New Yorker that the baby 
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was now a middle-aged man living in poverty on the 
Bowery.” He paused for a moment. “I know I sound 
crazy,” he continued, “but when I was a boy I used to 
daydream that I had been adopted, and lately I’ve been 
having those daydreams all over again.” He left the let¬ 
ter on my desk and went away, and a few days later he 
returned and retrieved it and took it up to Mrs. 
Marquie and asked her to read it and send it on to the 
woman. Mrs. Marquie had always been gentle with 
Gould, but at this point she spoke sharply to him, and 
something she said must have brought him to his senses, 
for from that time on he kept his curiosity about his 
patron to himself. 

Not long after this, Gould stopped coming to my 
office (I had begun forwarding letters to him at the 
Maison Gerard), and I lost track of him for a while. I 
saw him around the middle of June. During the next 
six months, for one reason or another, I spent more 
time out of New York City than in it, and I didn’t see 
him again until one afternoon in December. On that 
afternoon, I was walking past the Jefferson Diner when 
I heard the peremptory sound of metal rapping on 
glass, and looked up and saw Gould staring out at me 
from a booth in the diner and rapping on the window 
with a coin to get my attention. I went in and sat down 
with him. “Hold on to yourself and don’t faint,” he 
said, “and I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.” 

It was the same booth we had sat in when I had my 
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first talk with him. His face and hands were as dirty as 
ever, but his color was good and his eyes were clear 
and he had put on a little weight. As usual, he had on a 
suit that was a size or two too big for him. It was some¬ 
body’s castoff—the ruins of a suit—but it was well cut 
and it was made of some kind of expensive, Scottish- 
looking material, and it had been a good suit in its time. 
He even had on the vest. He wore a hat whose sides 
were deeply dented and whose brim was turned up on 
one side and down on the other. It was an extraordi¬ 
narily rakish hat, and almost any veteran Villager could 
have identified it at a glance; it was one of E. E. 
Cummings’s old hats. I told Gould that he looked 
the best I had ever seen him, and I was surprised at the 
smuoness of his response. 

“Oh, I’m doing all right,” he said, smiling compla¬ 
cently. “I’m doing fine. I didn’t much care for the Mai- 
son Gerard at first, or the Maison G., as the inmates 
call it—it’s too out-of-the-way, the food is too starchy, 
and the stairs are a damned nuisance—but I’ve gotten 
used to it. In fact, I’m quite happy there. I come down 
to the Village and make the rounds the same as ever 
and scratch around for contributions to the Joe Gould 
Fund, but it isn’t a life-and-death matter any longer. 
I’ve even stopped bothering with some people—the 
dime ones and the maybe-tomorrow ones. I just hit the 
ones I’m sure of, and I don’t hit them as often as I used 
to. A peculiar thing has happened. I thought I’d be 
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ruined in the Village if the news got out that I had a 
patron who was paying for my room and board, and I 
tried to keep it under my hat, but I couldn’t; I told a 
few of my friends and they told others, and one by one 
all of them found it out, and what do you know—in¬ 
stead of reducing the amount of their contributions or 
refusing to give me anything at all anymore, they’ve 
become far more generous than they used to be. People 
who used to give me a quarter and give it grudgingly 
now give me fifty cents, and sometimes even a dollar, 
and give it willingly. You know the old fundamental 
rule: ‘Them as has gits.’ Sometimes, these days, I have 
three, four, five, six, seven dollars in my pocket. I don’t 
bum cigarettes any longer, let alone smoke picked-up 
butts; I buy my own. Sometimes I even drop in a place 
and order a drink and pay for it myself. And I’m tak¬ 
ing better care of myself. Most mornings, if I don’t 
have a hangover, I get up around eleven and have a big 
breakfast, and then I walk up to the main branch of the 
Public Library and read the papers or look up some¬ 
thing, or I might go to a few exhibitions in the galleries 
on Fifty-seventh Street and see if there are any good 
nudes, or I might take a run up to the Metropolitan or 
the Frick or the Museum of Natural History or the 
Museum of the American Indian, or I might just walk 
around the streets. After a while, I go back to the Mai- 
son G. and lie down for an hour or so, and then I have 
an early dinner, and then I get on the subway and go 
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down to the Village. I knock around the Village until 
the bars close at 4 a.m. and everybody goes home, and 
then I head on back to the Maison G. Compared to the 
way things used to be. I’m living the life of a million¬ 
aire.” He hummed the tune of a bitter old Bessie 
Smith song and then sang a few words. “ ‘Once I lived 
the life of a millionaire,’ ” he sang in his squeaky, old- 
Yankee voice. “ ‘Spending my money, I didn’t 
care. . . .’ 

“Of course,” he went on, “there’s one thing I do 
keep under my hat, and that’s the fact that I don’t 
know who my patron is. I don’t give a damn anymore 
who she is, but I have my pride. People keep asking me, 
and I tell them I’m not allowed to say. It’s a famous 
name, I tell them, and they’d recognize it if I men¬ 
tioned it-—one of the richest women in the world. I call 
her Madame X, and I hint that I have the inside track 
with her. You know how bohemians are. They profess 
to disdain money, but they lose all control of them¬ 
selves and go absolutely berserk at the slightest indica¬ 
tion of the remotest hint of the faintest trace of a smell 
of it. Ever since the word got out that I have a patron, 
and not only that, a 'woman patron, and not only that, 
a rich woman patron, the poets and the painters have 
been getting me aside and buying me drinks and asking 
me to tell Madame X about their work. I try to be as 
helpful as I can. ‘Let me have a few of your best 
poems,’ I say if it’s a poet, or ‘Let me have a few of 
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your best sketches,’ I say if it’s a painter, ‘and I’ll take 
them up and show them to Madame X the next time I 
go up to see her in her huge town house just off Park 
Avenue.’ I take the poems or the sketches up to my 
room at the Maison G. and put them on the dresser and 
leave them there for a week or two, and then I take 
them back to the genius who produced them. ‘Madame 
X looked at your work,’ I tell him, ‘and she asked me 
to thank you very much for letting her see it.’ ‘But 
what did she say about it?’ the genius asks. ‘She strictly 
forbade me to tell you,’ I say, ‘but we’ve been friends 
for a long time, and I know you too well and respect 
you too much to lie to you, and I’m going to tell you 
exactly what she said. She said that she couldn’t detect 
the slightest sign of any talent whatsoever in your 
work, and she said she feels it would be very wrong of 
her to encourage you in any way.’ ” 

Gould’s eyes flashed, and he giggled. “Oh,” he said, 
“I’ve put quite a few people in their places that way. 
I’ve settled quite a few old scores that way.” 

I found myself getting annoyed with Gould, not be¬ 
cause of his gloating over the settling of old scores— 
that was all right with me; I believe in revenge—but 
because of his general air of self-satisfaction, and I 
asked him a malicious question. “How are you getting 
along on the Oral History?” I asked. 

“Fine! ” he said, not batting an eye. “I’m making a lot 
of progress on it.” His portfolio was beside him in the 



booth, and he patted it. “I’ve added an enormous num¬ 
ber of words to it lately,” he said. “It’s growing by 
leaps and bounds.” 

As time went on, Gould grew accustomed to hav¬ 
ing his room and board paid for by his unknown pa¬ 
tron. He came to take it for granted and to look upon 
it as a permanent arrangement. One morning in No¬ 
vember, 1947, after he had been living at the Maison 
Gerard for almost three and a half years, I had a tele¬ 
phone call from him, and the moment I heard his 
voice I knew that something was wrong. “Mrs. Mar- 
quie called me yesterday afternoon and asked me to 
come up to her gallery at once,” he said. “I went up 
there, and she broke the news to me that some weeks 
ago she had received word that Madame X was think¬ 
ing of stopping her subsidy to me but that a man and 
a woman she knows who are old friends of Madame 
X were trying to persuade her to keep it going. She 
hadn’t wanted to tell me anything about it, she said, 
until she had found out for certain just what Madame 
X was going to do. Well, she found out for certain 
yesterday. Madame X sent word to her that she was 
putting a check for December in the mail but that 
that would be the last.” Gould paused for a moment 
and I heard him take a deep breath. “I asked Mrs. 
Marquie to tell me why Madame X had turned 
against me,” he said. “I begged her to tell me. She said 
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she simply didn’t know.” He paused again. “Not 
knowing who she is was bad enough,” he said, “but 
not knowing why she’s turned against me is nerve- 
racking.” He paused once again. “It’s the worst news 
I’ve ever had in my life,” he said. “I haven’t been able 
to keep anything on my stomach since I heard it.” 

Gould sounded hurt and bewildered and terribly 
forsaken, and he also sounded humiliated. There was 
something in his voice, a hint of panic, that stayed in 
my mind and made me uneasy. In the middle of the 
afternoon, I left the office and took a taxicab to the 
Maison Gerard. A porter vacuum-cleaning the carpet 
in the vestibule said that Gould had gone out but that 
he might have come back in. “Go on up and see,” he 
said. “His room’ll be open. He never locks it.” Gould 
wasn’t in. Standing in the door and peering into his 
room, I saw some composition books on his dresser, 
and I went over and looked at them. There were five 
of them. I took the liberty of opening the one on top. 
On the first page was the old familiar title: “death of 

DR. CLARKE STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S 

oral history.” I went ahead and opened the second 
one. The title read, “the dread tomato habit, a 
chapter of joe gould’s oral history.” I opened the 
third one. The title read, “death of dr. clarke storer 

GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’S ORAL HISTORY.” I 

opened the fourth one. The title read, “death of dr. 

CLARKE STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF JOE GOULD’s 
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oral history.” I opened the fifth one. The title read, 

“death OF DR. CLARKE STORER GOULD. A CHAPTER OF 

joe gould’s oral history.” I put the books back the 
way they were and left the room. “God pity him,” I 
said, “and pity us all.” 

When Gould’s subsidy ran out at the end of Decem¬ 
ber, he told Gerard that he wanted to keep on staying 
at the Maison Gerard. He would give up the board 
part of his room-and-board arrangement, at least for a 
while, he said, and concentrate on trying to hold on 
to his room. It was obvious that he hoped to do this 
by redoubling his efforts in soliciting contributions to 
the Joe Gould Fund. However, he forgot the old fun¬ 
damental rule that he had once referred to—“Them as 
has gits”—and made the mistake of telling his friends 
that he had lost his patron. Consequently, a good 
many of them, fearing that he would now become too 
dependent on them, began cutting down on their con¬ 
tributions. Before long, it became hard for him to get 
together three dollars in a lump sum for his weekly 
rent, and Gerard refused to let him pay by the night. 
“You are penalizing me because I don’t live the way 
most people do,” Gould told him. “Most people live on 
a week-to-week basis or on a month-to-month basis. 
I live on a day-to-day basis, and some days I live on 
an hour-to-hour basis.” “I know all that, and I would 
like to help you,” Gerard replied, “but the Maison 
Gerard is not a flophouse.” By the end of February, 
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Gould was in debt to Gerard. He had set fire to his 
bed at the Maison Gerard several times by falling 
asleep while smoking. In March, he set fire to it again, 
and, using this as an excuse, Gerard asked him to 
leave. At that time, there was a cluster of cheap hotels 
around Tenth Avenue and Forty-second Street. In one 
of them, the Watson Hotel, at 583 Tenth Avenue, it 
was possible to get a room—that is, a narrow cubicle 
furnished with a metal cot—for thirty-five cents a 
night, and Gould began staying there. Late one night, 
leaving a barroom in the lower Village and feeling too 
tired to take the subway and go uptown to the Wat¬ 
son, he walked over to the Bowery and got a bed in a 
flophouse, and found himself right back where he 
had started from in May, 1944. Next day, he decided 
that he might as well keep on staying in Bowery 
flophouses, since the Bowery was so convenient to 
the Village, and from that time on almost every step 
he took was a step going down. 

It soon became apparent to people who had known 
Gould through the years that a change had taken 
place in him. “What’s the matter with you, Joe?” I 
heard one of the old bohemians in Goody’s say to him 
one night. “You don’t seem to be yourself.” “I’m not 
myself,” he answered. “I’ve never been myself.” He 
made the rounds in the Village as he always had, turn¬ 
ing up during the afternoon and night in at leasr a 
dozen barrooms, cafeterias, diners, and dumps, but he 
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began to look as if he didn’t belong in these places. 
More often than not, he was abstracted or gloomy or 
withdrawn or had a faraway look in his eyes. One 
night, I went into a place in the Village called Chum- 
ley’s for dinner. As I sat down in the dining room, I 
glanced through an archway at the bar, which was in 
an adjoining room, and there was a crowd of loud, 
laughing, joking, overstimulated men and women sit¬ 
ting or standing two deep along it, and down at the 
end of it I saw Gould’s somber, bearded face. He was 
standing by himself, holding a beer, observing the 
others, and he had on a ragged suit and an old dog’s 
bed of an overcoat, and he was all hunched up, and he 
looked remarkably separate and set off from every¬ 
body else. He looked like the ghost of Joe Gould 
come back to haunt the bar in Chumley’s. He looked 
like a zombie. 

He continued to go to the Minetta every night and 
sit for a few hours at his customary table and scribble 
in a composition book in full view of any tourists 
who might happen to be around, but when tourists 
came over and asked him what he was working on he 
rarely made big, bragging speeches any longer. His 
replies were more likely to be sarcastic or scurrilous 
or wearily offhand. Not that the tourists minded; they 
seemed to think that that was exactly the way a bo¬ 
hemian should behave, and they showed just as much 
interest in the Oral History and contributed just as 
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much to the Joe Gould Fund as the ones he used to 
knock himself out trying to impress. 

It began to take him longer and longer to get over 
the effects of drinking, and his drinking habits 
changed. While he was living at the Maison Gerard, 
he had got used to holing up in his room all day if he 
had a hangover and sleeping it off, but he couldn’t do 
that in flophouses, and he developed a dread of hang¬ 
overs. Instead of drinking anything and everything 
every chance he got—the stronger the better, the hell 
with tomorrow—as he had been doing, he began stick¬ 
ing to beer. No matter how hard a party of tourists 
might try to persuade him to order something 
stronger, he would insist on beer. Even so, by spacing 
the beers out, he managed to stay in a fairly constant 
state of mild intoxication. In this state, he was easily 
irritated, and his speech became looser all the time. 
He began to make spiteful or uncomfortably frank 
remarks to old friends, and he began to tell people 
whom he had always pretended to like what he really 
thought of them. Once, staring across a cafeteria table 
at a man he had known ever since they were young 
men in the Village together, he said, “You certainly 
sold out.” “You’re slipping,” he once told Maxwell 
Bodenheim. “You were a better poet twenty-five 
years ago than you are now, and you weren’t any 
good then.” On another occasion, he told Bodenheim 
that he wasn’t a real poet anyhow. “You’re only an 



artsy-craftsy poet/’ he said. “A niminy-piminy poet. 
An itsy-bitsy poet. And you’re frightfully unedu¬ 
cated. You don’t know how to punctuate a sentence, 
and all you’ve ever read is Floyd Dell and Ethel M. 
Dell and the Rubaiyat.” 

In those years, I used to go downtown at night on 
the Fifth Avenue bus. I usually got off at my stop, at 
Tenth Street, around seven-thirty. Gould knew this, 
and about once a week he would be waiting for me. 
When I stepped off the bus, he would appear out of 
the shadows in the doorway of the Church of the As¬ 
cension, on the corner, and hurry over to the bus stop 
and join me. He wculd walk a little way up the street 
with me and I would give him a contribution, and 
then he would dart off into the night. Sometimes we 
would stand on the street and talk for a few minutes, 
i One night in the summer of 1952, as we were standing 
! talking, he told me rather hesitantly that he was wor- 
] ried about his health. He had been having dizzy spells, 

■ he said. “The other day,” he said, “I got on the sub¬ 
way at Fourteenth Street, intending to get off at the 
Twenty-third Street station, and a moment after I sat 
down, I had a kind of blackout, and when I came to, 
the train was pulling into the station at Seventy-sec¬ 
ond Street.” I told him that a doctor I knew had read 
the Profile of him with great interest, and often asked 
me questions about him and about the progress he was 
making on the Oral History. “He said one time that if 
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you ever needed medical attention he’d be glad to see 
you and wouldn’t charge you anything,” I told 
Gould. I asked him to let me call the doctor and make 
an appointment for him. Gould shook his head. “Ah,” 
he said, looking vaguely up the street, “what’s the 
use?” 

Around the middle of December of that year, I be¬ 
came conscious of the fact that I hadn’t seen Gould at 
the bus stop for several weeks, but I didn’t think 
much about it. It wasn’t at all unusual for Gould to 
disappear from the Village for a few days or a few 
weeks, or even a few months, and then suddenly reap¬ 
pear and give an odd explanation for his absence. “I 
went on a bird walk along the waterfront with an old 
countess,” he once said after such an absence. “The 
countess and I spent three weeks studying sea gulls.” 
Another time, after he had been away unaccountably 
for most of a summer, he told people that he had been 
on a cruise on a yacht. “J. P. Morgan’s yacht,” he said. 

In January, 1953, I went to a party at the house of 
a psychiatrist I had known ever since I was a young 
reporter and covered Bellevue Hospital and the Medi¬ 
cal Examiner’s office. Among the other guests was a 
woman psychiatrist who was on the staff of Pilgrim 
State Plospital, which is out in Suffolk County, Long 
Island, at a place called West Brentwood. I had seen 
her several times before at my friend’s house and had 
always enjoyed talking with her, not about psychiatry 
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—we never talked about that—but about things like 
the feeding habits of striped bass; she was an obsessed 
surf caster. This evening, when I spoke to her, she 
told me that she was taking a leave of absence from 
the hospital to have a baby. Then she said she had 
something she wanted to tell me, and we walked over 
and stood by a window. “We have an old friend of 
yours out at Pilgrim State,” she said. “The man you 
wrote about who’s the author of ‘An Oral History of 
the World,’ or whatever it is he calls it. Joe Gould.” 
She said that Gould had collapsed on the Bowery one 
afternoon around the middle of November and that 
an ambulance from Columbus Hospital had picked 
him up. He was found to be suffering from “confu¬ 
sion and disorientation,” and Columbus, which doesn’t 
have a psychiatric service, had transferred him to the 
psychiatric division at Bellevue. Bellevue had kept 
him under observation until sometime around Thanks¬ 
giving, and had then transferred him to Pilgrim State. 

“What’s the matter with him?” I asked. “What do 
you call it?” 

“It’s nothing at all strange or unusual,” she said. 
“Arteriosclerotic senility. The same thing a lot of us 
will have if we live long enough. Only, in his case it 
hit him rather early—he’s only sixty-three. Also, he 
has something wrong with his kidneys. Also, since 
he’s been out at Pilgrim State he’s had a stap^ering 
number of minor ailments, one right after another. 
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That often happens to men of his type, the Bowery 
type, once they finally get into a hospital. Among 
other things, he’s had the worst case of conjunctivitis 
I’ve ever seen, an acute attack of bursitis, a terrible 
boil on the back of his neck, a series of chills, a series 
of earaches, and a persistent pain of some kind in his 
stomach. And I suspect he’s just getting started.” 

I asked about visiting him. 

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” she said. “Right now, 
he’s so suspicious and confused it might do him more 
harm than good. He probably wouldn’t know you. 
And if he did, trying to talk to you would just tire 
him out. As a matter of fact, if you want to do him a 
great favor, don’t tell his friends in the Village where 
he is. At least, not now. Just keep it to yourself. Just 
forget I ever told you. We had another well-known 
old bohemian in Pilgrim State a year or so ago, and 
people from the Village came out in droves to visit 
him, men bohemians and women bohemians, big bo¬ 
hemians and little bohemians, old bohemians and 
young bohemians, their tongues going a mile a 
minute, and they certainly didn’t do him any good. 
Every time we got him to the point where he seemed 
to be almost reaching shore, so to speak, some of them 
would come out and push him back in. They’d push 
him back in and hold his head under. The main reason 
they came out wasn’t to see him anyway but to try 
and get one of the psychiatrists aside and impress him 
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or her with how much they knew about psychiatry— 
a subject, I might add, about which they were fantasti¬ 
cally ill-informed.” 

I decided that for the time being I would do as she 
said and keep Gould’s whereabouts to myself. 

Pretty soon, a number of rumors about Gould 
sprang up in the Village. The most persistent rumor 
was that he had inherited a little money and had gone 
back to Massachusetts to live, and this gradually be¬ 
came the accepted explanation for his absence. A 
good many people did not believe this, I feel sure, or 
did not quite believe it, but they chose to appear to 
believe it, thereby washing their hands of Gould. 

By and by, I told several people that Gould was in 
Pilgrim State. I told them in confidence. The first per¬ 
son I told was an old, old friend of Gould’s named 
Edward Gottlieb, who was managing editor of the 
Long Island Press, a daily newspaper published out in 
Queens, at Jamaica. In his youth, Gottlieb had lived 
in the Village and had written poetry for little maga¬ 
zines and had hung out in bohemian joints, in one of 
which he had got acquainted with Gould. After decid¬ 
ing that he wasn’t a poet and never would be, he had 
become a newspaperman. He had worked for the 
Press for twenty-five years, progressing from reporter 
to city editor to managing editor, and at least once a 
month, and sometimes several times a month, during 
all those years, Gould had taken the subway out to 
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Jamaica and had gone to his office and had got a con¬ 
tribution from him. I told Gottlieb for two reasons. 
He had called me a couple of times about Gould and 
sounded worried about him, and I felt guilty about 
not telling him. The principal reason I told him, how¬ 
ever, was that I happened to know he knew a great 
deal about state mental hospitals. In 1943, he and his 
newspaper had done an investigation of Creedmoor 
State Hospital, in Queens Village, that had led to an 
improvement of conditions not only in Creedmoor 
but also in other state hospitals, including Pilgrim 
State, and Governor Dewey had appointed him to the 
Board of Visitors at Creedmoor. I had once had a talk 
with him about this investigation, and I knew that he 
had a number of friends in medical and administrative 
capacities at Pilgrim State, and it seemed to me that he 
was in a position to be very helpful to Gould. 

Gottlieb said he would talk with his friends at Pil¬ 
grim State and do everything for Gould that he possi¬ 
bly could do. “The way it sounds,” he said, “I’m 
afraid there isn’t a hell of a lot that can be done. I’m 
afraid poor Joe is getting on down toward the end of 
the line.” 

From time to time thereafter, Gottlieb telephoned 
me and gave me news about Gould. “Joe’s worst 
symptom is apathy,” he said during one of these calls. 
“He mostly just sits and stares into the distance. How¬ 
ever, every once in a while, the doctors say, some- 



thing seems to stir in his mind and a smile comes on 
his face and he rouses himself and gets up and scam¬ 
pers around the ward and waves his arms up and 
down and makes strange, unearthly screeches until he 
wears himself out. He seems to be trying to commu¬ 
nicate something with these screeches. The doctors 
and the nurses and the other patients don’t know 
what he’s doing, of course—they’re completely 
mystified—but I know what he’s doing, and I’m sure 
you do.” 

On Sunday, August 18, 1957, around eleven o’clock 
at night, Gottlieb telephoned me and said he had just 
been notified that Gould had died. We spoke for a 
few minutes about how sad it was, and then I asked 
him if Gould had left any papers. 

“No,” he said. “None at all. As the man at the hospi¬ 
tal said, ‘Not a scratch.’ I was hoping that he had. I was 
particularly hoping that he had left some instructions 
about what he wanted done with the Oral History. 
He used to say that he wanted two-thirds of it to go to 
the Harvard Library and the other third to the Smith¬ 
sonian Institution, but it doesn’t seem right to split it 
up that way. When scholars start using it as source 
material, it will be a nuisance if they have to go up to 
Cambridge to see one part of it and then down to 
Washington to see some other part. Maybe one institu- 
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tion could be prevailed upon to relinquish its share to 
the other, and then it could be kept intact. By the 
way, where is the Oral History?” 

I said that I didn’t know. 

Gottlieb’s voice instantly became concerned. “I 
took it for granted that you knew,” he said. “I took it 
for granted that Joe had told you.” 

I said that I didn’t know where the Oral History 
was, and that I didn’t know anybody who did know 
where it was. 

“Well,” said Gottlieb, “we’ll just have to start hunt¬ 
ing for i^jWe’ll just have to start telephoning and get 
in touch with all the people who knew him best and 
call a meeting and form a committee and get busy and 
start hunting for it. It’s probably scattered all over. 
Some of it may still be stored in the cellar of that 
farmhouse near Huntington where he put it during 
the war—that stone cellar he was always talking about, 
the cellar on the duck farm—and some of it may 
be stored in the studios of friends of his in the Vil¬ 
lage, and some of it may be stored in storerooms in 
some of those hotels and flophouses he lived in. Do 
flophouses have storerooms? They must. People must 
leave things with the clerks in them for safekeeping 
during the night the same as they do in other hotels, 
and then go off and forget all about them the same as 
they do in other hotels, and the flophouses must have 
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to make some kind of provision for this. I confess I 
have no idea where to start. The first thing we’ll need 
is a list of addresses of places he lived m. Maybe you 
could start right now making such a listLYou will help 
with this, won’t you? You will be on the committee?”^ 
(j didn’t know what to say.""^Gottlieb was an ener¬ 
getic man, the kind of man who gets things done, and 
I could tell by the way he talked that he was going to 
get to work the first thing in the morning and start 
forming a committee, and that very soon the members 
of the committee would be rummaging around in 
farmhouses all over Long Island and in studios all over 
the Village and in flophouses all over the Boweryj I 
could save him a lot of trouble if I spoke up right then 
and told him what I knew about the Oral History—I 
could save him and his committee quite a wild-goose 
chase—but one of the few things I have learned going 
through life is that there is a time and a place for 
everything, and I didn’t think that this was the time 
or the place to be telling one of Joe Gould’s oldest 
friends that I didn’t believe the Oral History existed. 
Joe Gould wasn’t even in his grave yet, he wasn’t 
even cold yet, and this was no time to be telling his 
secret. It could keep. Let them go ahead and look for 
the Oral History, I thought. After all, I thought, I 
could be wrong. Hell, I thought—and the thought 
made me smile—maybe they’ll find it. 

Gottlieb repeated his question, this time a little im- 


patiently. “You will be on the committee, won’t 
you?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I said, continuing to play the role I had 
stepped into the afternoon I discovered that the Oral 
History did not exist—a role that I am only now step¬ 
ping out of. “Of course I will.” 






